the SWEDISH MATCH KING and one of the 
greatest swindlers ui all time, retains its fasci 
nation nearly three decades after his death. 
Air. Shaplen has uncovered much new in 
formation about the man and his machina 
tions and his eccentric personal behavior,,, and 
especially about the last days of his life. 

Kreuger's life story is much more than the 
story of a huge financial fraud; it spans and 
symbolizes the years of boom and depression 
from 1922 to 1932, when, at the nadir of the 
crash, Kreuger's vast swindle was exposed 
and he committed suicide or was mur 
dered. No book has yet presented him as this 
does, against the break-up of the old stable 
nineteenth-century order of Europe, against 
the background of nationalism, inflation, 
cynicism, opportunism, and speculation 
which characterized the period. 

It probes hitherto neglected aspects of his 
personality, his mysterious youthful wander 
ings in America, his peculiar taste in women, 
the long disastrous consequences of his 
manipulations. He gained the confidence of 
bankers everywhere, and floated vast issues 
of debentures and stock, many of them in 
America. He persuaded himself that he was 
the humane benefactor of distressed govern 
ments, and he migh 1 " hnve survived for years, 
but for the Great Crash. 

Mr. Shaplen's Lioprmhy of him reads like 
a mastery story, but one touched \\ith a 
tragic grandeur. 
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Introduction 

JOHN KENNETH GALBRAITH 



I FIRST HEARD of Ivar Kreuger when I went to Harvard as 
a young instructor in the mid-thirties. Through the agency 
of Lee, Higginson and Company, an investment banking 
firm of impeccable reputation, he had taken an astonishing 
number of the very best people for a cleaning. Thieves, 
like lawyers, haberdashers, and New York restaurateurs, 
are concerned about their clientele, and not since John Law 
had anyone kept larceny on a more aristocratic level. Bea 
con Street and all the Marquand suburbs, as a result, sub 
scribed heavily to Kreuger and Toll. 

My next encounter with Kreuger was five or six years 
ago when I was working on a history of the 1929 crash. 
Most of the financial titans who brought, and came to, 
grief at that time turned out on closer examination to be 
rather poor types. The speculation and theft of Richard 
Whitney of the Stock Exchange had a juvenile, rather pa 
thetic quality about it it was symbolic that his biggest 
mistake was a company that made applejack. Charles Mitch 
ell the banker, Cutten the speculator, and Meehan the mar 
ket operator seem to have been inflated mostly by the boom 
they were riding. When that collapsed, so, more or less, did 
they. The single exception in this rather commonplace pa 
rade was Ivar Kreuger. He was, by all odds, the biggest 
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thief in the long history of larceny a man who could 
think of embezzlement in terms of hundreds of millions. 
This suggested some new and commanding talents. And 
not only did he filch from the very top drawer but, some 
what inconsistently, he wanted to be well regarded by the 
rich and well-born. The feeling that he was about to lose 
the good opinion of his victims had much to do with his 
tormented end. A socially less conscious crook would have 
gone off to jail and not without some interesting matters to 
occupy his mind. As well as being the most interesting man, 
Kreuger was also the least known. I resolved to write a 
book about him someday. 

Such affirmations have been fairly numerous, and this 
one I have abandoned with better conscience than most. 
For in this admirable volume Robert Shaplen has done the 
whole job. He has researched his subject with exemplary 
care and, having provided himself with a wealth of ma 
terial, he has used it with discrimination and restraint. Un 
like one or two others who have written about Kreuger, he 
has not slighted the story of Kreuger's financial transactions 
on the grounds that they were too devious for the average 
reader to understand. This, on occasion, may have been so* 
But many of these transactions were also too deep for 
Kreuger's own partners, his Swedish bankers, and the part 
ners of Lee, Higginson. But they are also the story. It 
would be wrong to write about a safecracker and slight his 
methods as being too technical. 

Mr. Keith Funston, the head of the New York Stock 
Exchange, has recently been complaining about the low 
state of economic and financial education in the United 
States. Even if Mr. Funston is not the best source of this 
criticism, I would certainly support him on any mature 
effort at improvement. This should include recommending 
Mr. Shaplen's study to everyone concerned with financial 
matters and certainly to all who are concerned about the 
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reputation of the financial community. For the study drama 
tizes the three great weaknesses of that community, and no 
one should imagine that they were confined in place and 
time to New York of the twenties. 

First of all, there is the tendency to confuse good man 
ners, good tailoring, and, above all, an impressive bearing 
and speech with integrity and intelligence. Kreuger was an 
extraordinarily competent actor who had discovered that a 
quiet forceful manner plus the ability to remember and re 
cite the latest banality about the international economic situ 
ation were sufficient to win him the respect of the very 
best men. It cost them millions. 

In this community also there is a troublesome and at 
times disastrous interdependence. The honest man becomes 
committed to the crook before he knows there is anything 
wrong. Then he must protect him to protect himself or, in 
the more usual case, refuse to believe there is anything 
wrong. The Lee, Higginson partners were almost certainly 
honest men. And while they were unduly impressionable, 
they were, perhaps, not totally gullible. But after a certain 
time they could no longer afford to believe that Kreuger 
was a fraud. Despite repeated indications that there was 
something rotten to the north of Denmark, they denied the 
evidence of their eyes and ears. Finally came the pistol shot 
in Paris. 

Thirdly, there is the dangerous cliche that in the finan 
cial world everything depends on confidence. One could 
better argue the importance of unremitting suspicion. Kreu 
ger made his career by exploiting the men who had con 
fidence; he was brought down by the men, especially the 
relentless Berning, who were trained to take nothing for 
granted. They would have got him earlier and with less 
damage done if they had not been restrained by those who 
thought it a betrayal of the canons of financial confidence 
to ask questions. 



x Introduction 

The most important current lesson of Mr. Shaplen's book 
is here. Kreuger flourished during the boom years of the 
twenties; it is the nature of the boom that the men who 
have confidence and do not ask questions look with un 
easiness on the suspicious men who do. And we may lay it 
down as an absolute rule that, given an excess of confi 
dence, there will be confidence men to take advantage of 
it. One day we will find out who the current Kreugers are 
I confess to doubt that they are on quite the same grand 
scale though it would be more interesting and useful to 
know now. 

In drawing this moral, incidentally, I am conscious that 
I may be doing Mr. Shaplen a disservice. His main aim in 
writing this book was to develop an important and fasci 
nating piece of financial, economic, and social history. This 
he has done exceedingly well. While it may save some from 
the sinners, I hope that the book will not be overlooked by 
the sinners. Boiler-room operators, peddlers of stocks in the 
imaginary Canadian mines, mutual-fund managers whose 
genius and imagination are unconstrained by integrity, as 
well as all less exotic larcenists, should read about Kreuger. 
He was the Leonardo of their craft. 
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THE STORY of Ivar Kreuger retains its fascination nearly 
three decades after his death. It will continue to be a sub 
ject of study and wonder in decades to come, not only be 
cause of the unusual personality of Kreuger himself but 
also because his rise and fall spanned in a way, synthesized 
the years of boom and depression between 1922 and 
1932. The life of no other man more sharply epitomizes 
that kaleidoscopic period, perhaps because he, like the times, 
was at once so real and so unreal. The things he was able to 
do in carrying out his swindle would never again be possi 
ble, and in that sense he may also be said to have been the 
last of a free-wheeling breed. 

Kreuger has been the subject of approximately a score of 
books written by authors in various countries, but almost 
all these volumes appeared a year or two after his death, 
before "the dust settled" on what was undoubtedly the 
greatest financial fraud in history. My purpose in writing 
this book has been to present a complete new portrait of the 
man and to tell the story of his life chronologically, from 
his modest beginnings to the final cataclysmic months in 
Europe and America when, almost with the inevitability of 
a Greek drama, disaster overcame him with stark ven 
geance. In order to obtain fresh material for a definitive ac 
count of his career, I spent a number of months in Kreuger's 
native Sweden and did research in England, France, and 
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Germany as well as in America. Approximately a hundred 
and fifty persons were interviewed, including many who 
knew Kreuger well and played important roles in his life 
and/or in the lengthy investigation afterward. 

It is impossible to list all these sources, but I would like 
particularly to thank a number of individuals who were of 
outstanding help to me. In Sweden, they include Dr. Hans 
Schaffer, of the Swedish Match Company; Jacob Wallen 
berg and E. Browaldh, bankers; Bjorn Prytz, Carl Bergman, 
J. Sjovall, Eric Lundberg, Gunnar Bergenstrahle, Sune 
Schele, Baron Kurt von Drachenfels, Torsten Kreuger, A. 
Gabrielsson, the families of Krister Littorin, Oscar Ryd- 
beck, and Johannes Hellner, and Catherine Djurklou and 
Borje Heed. All but the last two, who assisted me in gather 
ing and translating material, were directly involved in one 
way or another in the case. Elsewhere in Europe, E. C. 
Oakley, Sir Reginald Wilson, and Fred Thompson, who 
were among the prominent accountants participating in the 
aftermath of the Kreuger scandal, were of great help in in 
terpreting financial facts and theories and in lending me 
valuable records. In America I obtained guidance from Ed 
ward S. Greenbaum, James N. Rosenberg, Nathan Katz, 
and George Hourwich, lawyers prominently engaged in 
the case. Others who gave me important material from 
their own recollections were Edwin F. Chinlund, Jackson 
Martindell, George Murnane, and Anders Jordahl. I wish 
also to thank Rudolf J. Klein, economist and broker asso 
ciated with A. G. Becker & Co., of New York, for having 
read the manuscript and given me his expert suggestions, 
and Eliot Janeway for his advice. Finally, I must thank 
William Shawn, editor of The New Yorker, where part of 
the book first appeared, and Alfred A. Knopf, Harold 
Strauss, and Robert Pick of Alfred A. Knopf, Inc., for their 
editorial counsel. 

Source material in Europe and America included the 
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lengthy police records of the investigation conducted in 
Stockholm and Paris; the accounting files of Whinney, 
Murray & Co. and of Price, Waterhouse & Co.; reports of 
the trustees in bankruptcy and of the liquidators of Kreuger 
& Toll and of the International Match Corporation; records 
of the Swedish Match Company and of a number of Swed 
ish banks; the private files of Krister Littorin and Oscar 
Rydbeck, both deceased; court records in proceedings in 
the United States under section 2 1 A of the bankruptcy act; 
hearings held by Senate committees and by the Securities 
and Exchange Commission; files donated by Mr. Green- 
baum to the library of Princeton University; the newspaper 
files of the New York Herald Tribune and of Dagens 
Nyeter, in Stockholm, and those of Fortune and the Satur 
day Evening Post. Virtually all the books written about 
Kreuger were read and compared for facts. The best and 
most useful of these which appeared in English were: The 
Life and Death of Ivar Kreuger ', by William Stoneman; 
Kreuger's Billion Dollar Bubble, by Earl Sparling; The 
Case of Ivar Kreuger, by Manfred Georg; The Financier: 
The Life of Ivar Kreuger, by George Soloveytchik; and 
The Incredible Ivar Kreuger, by Allen Churchill. A book 
distributed in Sweden and privately translated into English, 
entitled The Kreuger Estate, by Anders Byttner, was of 
special help because it presented a pro-Kreuger analysis. 
Four books written in Swedish, which I had translated and 
which proved of considerable assistance in rounding out the 
picture of Kreuger, were: My Thirteen Years with Kreu 
ger, by Gunnar Cederschiold; The Real Ivar Kreuger, by 
Baron Kurt von Drachenfels; Ivar Kreuger, Murdered? by 
Borje Heed and Sven Stolpe; and Kreuger, by Poul Bjerre 
the last, a study of Kreuger's personality by Sweden's 
foremost psychoanalyst, was especially helpful, as was Dr. 
Bjerre himself. Mention should also be made of the memoirs 
of Mrs. Ingeborg Hassler Eberth. Books in German that 
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were useful were those of Adolph Nau, Drs. Alfred Marcus 
and Paul Grassman, and Anton Mayer. I am indebted to 
Marquis James's Biography of a Bank: The Story of the 
Bank of America, to J. M. Keynes's The Economic Conse 
quences of the Peace, and to J. K. Galbraith's The Great 
Crash 192$ for helping me understand the economic and 
financial climate of the period. Two novels in which 
Kreuger appears as a prototype are Ilya Ehrenburg's The 
Most Sacred Belongings and Graham Greene's England 
Made Me, and they were both read and appreciated. 

ROBERT SHAPLEN 
New York, March 1960 
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Genius and Swindler 



CHAPTER i 



Young Man 
with a Mission 



IN EARLY AUGUST 1900 a slight, sallow, poker-faced youth 
who was twenty years old but looked like sixteen arrived 
in New York aboard a small ship in which he had traveled 
steerage from his native Sweden for approximately thirty 
dollars. He had less than a hundred dollars in his pocket 
when he landed, and for several days, living in a cheap West 
Side rooming house and watching his money, he walked 
around the hot summer city and made inquiries about jobs 
at a number of construction firms. At each office he proudly 
displayed two degrees showing that his name was Ivar 
Kreuger and that he had been graduated as a mechanical 
engineer from the Royal Technical University, in Stock 
holm, and had then done another year's work in hydraulic- 
power construction. Although his English was only fair, 
spoken with a rather heavy accent, he had a pleasant, easy 
manner and presented himself with a quiet air of self-con 
fidence, but he had no luck; back in his room, he wrote his 
parents, in Kalmar, Sweden, bemoaning the fact that his 
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appearance belied his qualifications and adding that he 
would gladly exchange his professional talent for a natural 
growth of beard. 

A week or so later, apparently having decided that a 
beardless boy might do better out West, he wrote from 
Chicago that he had rented a room there, for two dollars a 
week, from a "clean Dutch family" and that he hoped to 
find some sort of work at once. Chicago had a rural look 
and tone that reminded him of Kalmar, he noted, but it was 
obvious that New York had made the greater impression 
and was still on his mind. 

It is an unusual, beautiful city [he wrote], much more 
metropolitan than Chicago. . . . All the theaters are 
stocked with ice, and in all the restaurants, at all the 
tables, there are four fans driven by electricity, which 
makes it pretty cool. When in New York, I visited the 
stock market. There was real liveliness. I have seldom 
seen people look so absorbed in what they were doing 
as there. ... In big buildings there are express and 
local lifts. The most exciting things I've seen in Amer 
ica up to now, though, are department stores. I don't 
know what one could ask for they don't have. Clothes, 
furniture, live animals of all kinds, paintings, statues, all 
kinds of food, and in the shops there are also all kinds 
of experts, even dentists. ... In New York I also vis 
ited the summer resort of New Yorkers Coney Island 
a place which I find very beautiful and exciting. The 
whole city of New York is so fine and clear of smoke. 
Especially Fifth Avenue is beautiful. . . . 

His catalogue of exuberance, including his prophetic fas 
cination with the stock market, was the beginning of a long 
love affair between New York and Ivar Kreuger, an affair 
whose denouement was literally to shake the world. Some 
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three decades later, at the age of fifty-two, after he had os 
tensibly become a multimillionnaire by establishing a series 
of international monopolies for the manufacture and sale 
of matches and by gaining control of a number of other 
valuable industrial enterprises, and after he had kept his 
thousands of investors satisfied with consistently high divi 
dends while he continued to sell them more stock the 
American public alone bought a quarter of a billion dollars' 
worth over the last ten years Kreuger was to bring to a 
sudden, crashing end one of the most amazing careers in the 
annals of high finance by carefully and coolly shooting him 
self. 

The immediate and natural eifect of Kreuger's suicide, 
on March 12, 1932, in his bachelor apartment in Paris, was 
to send his stocks, which had been holding up better than 
most since the 1929 crash, plummeting to record lows on 
the world's exchanges. But as far as his public image was 
concerned, there were only paeans of praise for his genius 
and expressions of sorrow that the strains of the prolonged 
world depression had led so great a figure to such a drastic 
act. While his body still lay in the apartment, watched over 
by a pair of volunteer nuns who insisted on maintaining 
their round-the-clock vigil even though Kreuger had never 
shown the slightest interest in any religion, the New States 
man described him editorially as "a very Puritan of finance." 
The Times of London declared that he was "no common 
adventurer . . . cornered at last by the self-defeating in 
genuity of his devices" and that "least of all does personal 
suspicion light upon him," and the Economist, after likening 
him to the hero of an Aeschylean tragedy, characterized 
him as "a man of great constructive intelligence and wide 
vision who planned boldly, yet on a basis which seemed to 
be protected by carefully devised safeguards." 

While most of the public agreed, or certainly wished des 
perately to agree, with these quick and easy encomiums, a 
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number of knowing bankers and brokers in Stockholm and 
New York and a handful of Kreuger's closest associates 
were aware that he had lately been having extraordinary 
difficulties meeting his obligations and that he had begun to 
cut some pretty dangerous corners. None of them, however, 
was prepared for the cataclysmic announcement that came 
three and a half weeks after Kreuger's fatal gunshot from 
the accountants of Price, Waterhouse, Ltd., the London 
branch of the well-known firm, who had been hired by 
Swedish authorities to conduct a preliminary examination 
of Kreuger's multiple and tangled affairs. The public state 
ment, issued in Stockholm, disclosed that the master finan 
cier, the head of a unique and far-flung industrial empire, 
had deliberately listed assets that were "greatly in excess of 
the items they purported to represent, entirely fictitious, or 
duplicative of assets belonging and appearing on the books 
of associated companies." The facts were already suffi 
ciently documented for the higher-ups in the century-and- 
a-quarter-old Wall Street brokerage house of Lee, Hig- 
ginson & Co., which since 1923 had acted as Kreuger's 
financial agents in this country, to admit that they had been 
the victims of "flagrant misrepresentations" and to agree 
that, apparently, "gross frauds have been perpetrated by 
Mr. Kreuger." On April 13, just a month after Kreuger's 
canonization in the press, the "Puritan of finance" was fur 
ther revealed to have ordered and supervised the counter 
feiting of one hundred and forty-two million dollars* 
worth of Italian government securities, and personally to 
have forged the signatures of the appropriate Italian officials 
on them. 

But this was still only the beginning. Price, Waterhouse 
eventually wrote fifty-seven reports on the delicate varieties 
of Kreuger's global manipulations over a decade and a half. 
After five years of investigation of the financier's four hun 
dred companies around the world by batteries of account- 
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ants and lawyers, who conducted the biggest post-mortem 
of its kind ever made, the final rendering showed that 
Kreuger, between 1917 and 1932, had inflated earnings on 
the books of his various real and unreal companies by more 
than a quarter of a billion dollars. During that period he had 
received about six hundred and fifty million dollars, mostly 
from securities he floated and partly as loans from banks, 
but at the time of his death his companies' net assets came 
to but two hundred million dollars, which was half of what 
the statements he drew for them were claiming. The shrink 
age was due in part to the low market values of 1932, but 
most of it was the result of Kreuger's having paid large divi 
dends out of capital over so many years. Many of the mil 
lions Kreuger got his hands on simply disappeared and prob 
ably will never be traced. Some of the money he squandered 
in speculating on his own hook, especially toward the end, 
when, with the chances of making a killing in Wall Street 
having sunk to an all-time low, he plunged wildly in the 
market in a futile attempt to bail himself out. Some of it 
was unquestionably paid to blackmailers, to whom Kreuger, 
the seeming personification of respectability, was extremely 
vulnerable, both as a business impresario engaged in some 
nefarious practices and as a man with catholic tastes in the 
matter of women and a weakness for some rather grubby 
forms of semi-public diversion. Finally, a substantial por 
tion of the missing millions inevitably was doled out as 
bribes to public officials and political parties in nations 
where Kreuger was already selling matches or hoped to sell 
them in the future. 

Whatever had happened to the missing Kreuger millions, 
his death left a general legacy of ruin which included lost 
personal fortunes the world over. These ranged from the 
sizable investments of the partners of Lee, Higginson & Co. 
in New York, who had put their own savings into his enter 
prises, to the hundred-dollar ventures of modest fellow 
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Swedes who had gone along with Kreuger not only in an 
ticipation of boomtime gains but also because they had felt 
a nationalistic pride over his having put Sweden on the in 
ternational financial map. Beyond what individuals lost, 
there was a universal sense of shock and disillusion over the 
discovery that a man who had been credited with a truly 
charismatic gift for making money and doing good with it 
had turned out to be, if not pure crook, at least crooked 
enough to have stooped to forgery, fabrication, and fraud 
while getting people to believe in him and his genius and 
probity to the point of idolatry. The Kreugerian legend had 
so many facets, however, that even now there are debates 
about him, about his true character, about his aims and pur 
poses, and about the good as well as the bad he accom 
plished. A small but active group, led by his brother, Tor- 
sten, not only maintains that Ivar Kreuger was murdered 
an argument almost totally unauthenticated by anything ap 
proaching proof, though it has its theoretical fascination 
but also insists that the key financial structure he created 
was, despite his having overextended himself, essentially 
sound and that it should never have been dismantled in 
bankruptcy. 

Part of Kreuger's complicated edifice, the match trust 
that gave him the name of "The Match King," is still in ex 
istence on a considerably smaller scale. So are a number of 
individual industrial components of what used to be his 
largest company, Kreuger & Toll, but the central founda 
tion of the house was torn down and the residue of assets 
distributed in partial payment of debts and obligations. Not 
withstanding Kreuger's own dramatic admission of failure 
and what happened to his properties and to the men who 
worked for him a score of persons, including Torsten 
Kreuger, went to jail for periods of from several months to 
several years, and, had he chosen to live, Kreuger would 
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surely have gone to jail too he is no easy person on whom 
to render judgment. 

He was a many-sided, enigmatic man, full of contradic 
tions. Revealed as a fabulous falsifier, he was also, up to a 
point at least, a brilliant business organizer who created a 
tremendous mystique as a modern fiduciary alchemist some 
how possessed of the secret of making gold and willing to 
use much of his wealth in almost Robin Hood fashion to 
shore up the economies of poor nations at a time when the 
European economic and currency dislocation was at its 
worst. He often came to the rescue, to be sure, at a good 
rate of interest and in return for profitable concessions; but 
there is no denying that until the bubble of his false hypo 
thecations burst he was widely respected as a forward-look 
ing international banker who believed that a healthy world 
economy depended on the free flow of currency in all di 
rections and who developed a highly original formula to 
make it flow. One of his early post-suicide eulogizers, John 
Maynard Keynes, the internationally known British econ 
omist, declared thatKreuger, beyond possessing "maybe the 
greatest financial intelligence of his rime," had altruistically 
"deemed it his task amid post-war chaos to create a canal 
between the countries with abundance of capital and those 
in bitter need of it [until he] was crushed between the ice 
bergs of this frozen world." 

As the port-mortem investigators soon found out, al 
though Kreuger controlled three fourths of the world's 
match business, traffic on the canal was never as brisk as he 
led people to believe; a number of the bonds and other as 
sets he listed turned out to be nothing but fabricated collat 
eral for loans or deals he never made. If the depression had 
not come along when it did, however, and lasted so long, 
Kreuger might have got away with the falsifications that 
ran parallel to his bona-fide business. This would not have 
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meant, of course, that he was innocent of wrongdoing, but 
simply that he might not have been found out and, with 
the return of prosperity, might have been able to erase 
evidence of the past, making good on his shortages by sub 
stituting new real profits for false old ones. There are in 
dications that this is what he had in mind; on the other hand, 
there are those who believe he could never have withstood 
the temptation to falsify and inflate his position, once hav 
ing begun to do so and having escaped detection as long as 
he did. 

In any case, it is still hard to judge Kreuger solely by the 
wrongs he committed, because in the speculative twenties, 
especially in America, he was as much a catalyst as a cause 
of disaster, and any conviction of him must inevitably cast 
an aura of guilt on those who helped create him, who 
nourished him so ardently with their own ambition and 
avarice, and who saw reflected in his tremendous success 
their own images of wealth and glory. These are qualities 
and conditions that thrive on temptation, and it is indis 
putable that Kreuger became a remarkably clever tempter. 
In fact, the more he asked, the more he got; but it also is 
true that the more he tempted, the more contemptuous he 
became of those who gave, and it was this human frailty of 
his, as much as anything, that ultimately defeated and de 
stroyed him. 



Kreuger's astonishing gift for making others trust him was 
something he employed all his life, and with it went the 
ability to adjust himself to any surroundings and circum 
stances. Even as the jobless boy of twenty on the first of 
his countless trips to America, he was already a hardheaded 
cosmopolite, at ease among strangers, always carefully stud- 
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ying them for their strengths and weaknesses, and impressed 
far more by the material aspects of wealth about him than 
by anything else in the New World. Outwardly aloof but 
always curious, he was brimming with conscious purpose. 
With his tireless energy went a kind of nerveless insen 
sibility that, among other things, seemed to make him im 
pervious to discomfort. For a Scandinavian, reared in a cold 
climate and never before out of it, the oppressive Mid 
western summer was certainly far from congenial, but 
young Ivar took it in stride. "We had a terrible week of 
heat," he wrote from Chicago a few days after his arrival 
from New York. "At 4 p. M., the worst hour of the day, it 
was 95 degrees in the shade. But I haven't been so uncom 
fortable because I took off some clothes. People seldom 
wear vests here, and if you want you can take off your 
jacket on the street." 

He continued his search for work, but soon realized he 
wasn't going to get the sort he wanted it was the off-sea 
son for construction. So, scanning the want ads, and prob 
ably taking the advice of some local Swedes he had met, he 
applied for a job with a real-estate firm that specialized in 
selling lots to European immigrants and saw the advantage 
of hiring immigrants as salesmen. A Swede in the office 
quickly called him aside and asked: "What did you do on 
the other side that you're running away from?" and seemed 
puzzled when Kreuger replied that he hadn't broken any 
laws, that he had come to America of his own free choice. 
(Years later Kreuger enjoyed telling his American friends 
in Wall Street, whose money he was by then calmly manip 
ulating and who never suspected him of anything until it 
was too late, about this early suspicious compatriot.) Despite 
the fact that he would have to work without salary on a 
commission basis, he took the real-estate job because he was 
intrigued by the firm's offer of a free course in salesman 
ship designed to teach neophytes like himself how to ap- 
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proach a customer, "make a pitch," and then "close a deal." 
It was also a good way to improve his English and learn 
American customs. He got off to a bad start, however, and 
for six weeks sold nothing. 

During this time he may have been able to borrow a little 
money for food and lodging from some of his new Swedish 
acquaintances, but he was virtually down and out. Subse 
quently he confided to friends that, while tramping around 
trying to sell lots, he had been reduced to begging and on 
occasion had even picked scraps of food out of garbage cans, 
but he may have overdramatized his plight as he occa 
sionally did in recalling his youthful struggles. Finally he 
managed to sell a scrubby acre or two and earn a commis 
sion of fif ty dollars, which, at this point, was all he did make 
out of the real-estate business, though it would not be long 
before he would be making a great deal more from it in far 
more grandiose ways. 

Shortly after this sale he picked up another fifty dollars 
in a manner that may be said to have adumbrated the future. 
His room with the nice Dutch family had been occupied 
previously by an architect, and Kreuger had found in a 
bureau drawer some incomplete plans for a small house. 
One evening a man dropped by and, asking for the architect, 
explained that some time ago he had agreed to pay fifty dol 
lars for a set of finished sketches. Kreuger thought quickly 
and replied that, though the architect had gone away, he 
himself was one and that the job had been turned over to 
him to complete, which he would do in another few days. 
He had worked on blueprints as an engineering student, 
and it was a simple matter for him to tidy up the unfinished 
drawings. When the man returned, young Ivar handed them 
over and gratefully pocketed the money. Such opportunistic 
improvisation and the ability to make split-second decisions 
were to become dominant characteristics in Kreuger's 
career. 
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While still working on the real-estate job he took a cheap 
short course in surveying a profession his maternal grand 
father had practiced and, after a brief period working as 
a lineman for the Illinois Central Railroad near Chicago, he 
struck out for Colorado. His idea now was to combine his 
talents as an engineer and his new smattering of knowledge 
in getting a job in the mines, but once again, probably be 
cause of his youthful look, he got nowhere. Thereupon he 
wandered down to New Orleans, where an incident took 
place which became one of the minor mysteries of Kreuger's 
life. He was steaming around the city on an excursion boat 
when a seven-year-old girl fell overboard. Kreuger imme 
diately jumped into the water and saved her, and four days 
later the city of New Orleans, as the story subsequently was 
told, gave him a medal bearing the inscription: ONLY A HERO 
WILL GIVE HIS LIFE FOR OTHERS. Oddly enough, however, 
Kreuger's name was not inscribed. What seems even odder 
is that, although he was in all respects devoid of exhibition 
ism and even shy about his personal exploits, he usually kept 
the medal displayed on his desk and, if asked about it, would 
tell the story with a pretense of reluctance. Ten years after 
the rescue he claimed to have visited the young girl and 
her family out West somewhere and to have discovered that 
she had grown into a beautiful young woman, an item that 
always interested Kreuger almost as much as a good de 
benture. The story, in all likelihood, is true; at least, it con 
vinced his mother, for after his death the medal was the 
only possession of his she wanted for herself. 

Although there is no record of what kind of work Kreu 
ger did in New Orleans, he must have done something, for 
on New Year's Day, 1901, he wrote to his father: "I have 
a little money now, but as I'm leaving for Mexico I don't 
want to spend it." He added that he was getting "a free 
journey and a good salary" and advised his father not to 
worry because "the climate isn't dangerous at present, and 
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it's not so bad at any time." He may have put this in to as 
sure his parents that he was feeling all right despite the fact 
that, as he related in the same letter, a doctor in New Or 
leans had examined him as a potential draft candidate for 
military service in Sweden and had found evidence of a 
slight heart murmur. 

His prediction about Mexico proved frighteningly wrong. 
He went to Veracruz with fourteen other engineers on an 
arduous bridge-building project, and within a few weeks 
thirteen of the party had died of yellow fever. Kreuger also 
got the fever and, as one of two survivors, was sent back to 
New York to recuperate. There he came down with a se 
vere attack of conjunctivitis, induced by his weakened con 
dition, and his eyes were so infected that he could scarcely 
see and became understandably panicky. All in all, he was 
in such bad shape that his cat-like ability to take care of 
himself momentarily forsook him and he made the decision 
almost any other young man in a similar plight would have 
made: to go home. 

There was another reason, beyond his bad health ro 
mance. There was a girl back home, a Norwegian student 
of physical therapy young Ivar had met at the university in 
Stockholm. Not very much is known about her, except that 
she is supposed to have been extremely pretty and that Ivar 
had apparently fallen in love with her. He had confided his 
passion to an older sister living in Stockholm an unusual 
revelation, for he had never disclosed any of his private 
feelings to anyone before. The girl seems to have returned 
his affection tentatively, but there had been obstacles to their 
marriage. She had a legal guardian in the town of Drammen, 
south of Oslo, who was in the true tradition of the tough 
and stern protector. When Kreuger had visited him, the 
guardian had declared that marriage was out of the question, 
as Kreuger did not have the prospect of a job. Ivar had gone 
off to America partly to prove himself both to the girl and 
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to her guardian, but, in a fit of dejection after his illness and 
his eye trouble, he foolishly wrote her that he was afraid 
he was going blind and that, though he still loved her, it 
was no longer right for him even to hope to marry her. He 
soon regretted this noble renunciation, and back in Stock 
holm, with his conjunctivitis cleared up and his strength 
and ambition restored, he tried to undo his abnegation. By 
this time, however, the girl had apparently lost faith or in 
terest in him, and the guardian was no more impressed with 
Kreuger than before. The older sister in whom Ivar had 
confided went to Norway as a romantic emissary, but the 
answer of both girl and guardian remained no. Ivar was 
heartbroken, though he did not altogether give up hope. 
There is no doubt that this was a major emotional event in 
his life, and that it shaped a great deal of his personal re 
sponse to other women later on. While there would be 
many with whom his name was linked, and many more with 
whom he had relations, he was not to fall romantically in 
love again. 

If this unrequited affair had the effect, once his bout of 
grief was over, of making him tougher-fib ered and more 
dedicated and ambitious, it also made him more dissatisfied 
with his Swedish surroundings. It had been as natural for a 
fledgling engineer to go to America as it would have been 
for an artist to head for Paris, and what he had seen on the 
other side of the ocean was far more important than what 
he had done. "I always had the feeling that one could expect 
endless possibilities from him, and when he came back from 
the States that feeling was stronger,' 7 a Stockholm friend 
^remarked. 

x There was little, to be sure, to keep him in Sweden, for 
at the turn of the century it was scarcely the humming and 
prosperous industrial nation it is today. Stockholm was a 
quiet if courtly capital where business was conducted 
largely along artisan lines and people led solid, peaceful, and 
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well-ordered lives. Young men did not tend to follow an 
unprescribed course, and success was marked by comfort 
able, bourgeois contentment. In the villages and in towns 
such as Kalmar, on the southwest coast, the atmosphere was 
even more placid and provincial, and obviously would not 
appeal to one who had already ventured out into the world, 
especially the New World. Nevertheless, for a period of 
two or three months, while he was awaiting formal dis 
charge from the draft his recent illnesses and his mild 
heart condition were enough to exempt him the romantic 
ally rejected Kreuger went back to Kalmar and worked, 
as he had done before in summertime, in his father's small 
match factory in nearby Monsteras. He was undoubtedly a 
lot more bored than he had been as a youngster, when he 
had established a reputation locally as a mixture of a prodigy 
and Peck's Bad Boy. 



: 3 : 

After the suicide of Kreuger, when any and all episodes 
of his life which could be uncovered were analyzed and in 
terpreted ad infinitum, his boyhood and young manhood 
were subjected to scrutiny for early telltale signs of "crim 
inality." With hindsight, it was easy to read into a number 
of things the premature development of the sneak, the 
cheat, the liar, and the scoundrel. Some of the evidence was 
persuasive enough, though without the knowledge of his far 
greater subsequent wrongdoing, the behavior of the youth 
ful Kreuger would perhaps seem no worse than that of 
many other rambunctious schoolboys. 

More impressive than any specific prank or peccadillo of 
Kreuger's is the broad picture of a boy and a youth of ob 
viously superior mental agility who was constantly intent 
on demonstrating it in ways that would, and did, establish 
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him as cleverer than any of his contemporaries. The young 
man, for example, who made his first fifty dollars in Amer 
ica by doctoring someone else's architectural drawings had 
done the same sort of thing years before in school, with the 
same adroitness and would do the same thing all his life, 
making no distinctions between right and wrong so long as 
something "worked." Indeed, from the very outset Kreuger 
had a signal lack of fear and no thought of what the con 
sequences of his actions would be. His self-absorption and 
the immensity of his ambitions led him, almost from in 
fancy, to want to prove himself in all sorts of ways, first to 
his mother, then to his schoolmates, and ultimately to his 
business associates and to the prominent statesmen of the 
world. All in all, he was surely one of the most astonish 
ingly amoral men who ever lived, and herein perhaps is the 
key to his character. Whether Kreuger was dealing with 
women, with his employees, or with nations, he categorized 
all objects, animate or inanimate, large or small, purely as 
they served or failed to serve his purposes, and he used or 
discarded them accordingly. Not until the end of his life, 
when he discovered that he could no longer move at will in 
any direction he chose, did he begin to appraise himself as 
an individual, and it is interesting to note that his last pri 
vate letters reveal an effort, at once painful and touching, 
to come to grips with his personality and his own ego. 

The well-known Swedish psychoanalyst Dr. Poul Bjerre, 
who had never met Kreuger but had always been fascinated 
by him, was asked by a Stockholm publisher to make an in 
tensive study of him following his death. (Questioned 
nearly thirty years later, Dr. Bjerre still felt that the finan 
cier was one of the most remarkable men he had ever dealt 
with, even though he never had his subject on a couch.) In 
searching for clues to Kreuger's character, Dr. Bjerre looked 
everywhere for facts that would help him understand the 
man's motivations, especially his amoral drive, and he was 
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struck, in the first place, by the lack of any powerful or im 
portant cultural and spiritual heritage in Kreuger's past. 

The background of Ivar Kreuger was almost solidly 
bourgeois. At the bottom of the family tree was a journey 
man baker from Germany, Johan Kroger, who emigrated 
to Kalmar in 1710. He remained a baker there and passed 
the business to his oldest son; but a second son, Anders, 
chose to become a coppersmith and, following the custom 
of the times, used a French spelling of the name, Kreuger. 
Anders did well enough as a merchant until 1791, when he 
went bankrupt, but his son, Anders Lorentz, was the first 
really well-off Kreuger, making his money in shipping and 
timber and gaining further status by having himself ap 
pointed honorary Russian vice-consul in the town (it be 
came the custom, in the nineteenth century, to use promi 
nent local citizens in such posts). His son, Peter Edvard, 
founded the highly successful commercial house of P. E. 
Kreuger & Jennings and wisely married the richest girl in 
Kalmar, Amelia von Sydow, whose prominent cheekbones 
and general facial contours long instead of square Ivar 
Kreuger inherited. Peter Edvard, among other things, did 
a rushing business with the Confederacy during the Amer 
ican Civil War. He established several factories, including 
ones for weaving and papermaking and, most successfully, 
matchmaking, setting up a small plant in nearby Frederiks- 
dahl. His third son, Ernst, Ivar's father, eventually took 
over the match business and expanded it by building an 
other factory, the one in Monsteras. 

Whatever glamour there is in Ivar Kreuger's family back 
ground seems to have come from his mother's side. Her 
name was Jennie Forssman, and the Forssmans had a gen 
uine, if somewhat tropically oriented, Viking streak in 
them. Her uncle went off to the Transvaal and, after mak 
ing a fortune there as a general merchant, returned to Swe 
den to transport Jennie's father and a hundred others of 
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his countrymen to South Africa in his own sailing ship, in 
tending to launch a Swedish African colony. After a rough 
three-month trip the voyagers landed at Durban and began 
a three-month overland trek into the interior during the 
rainy season. By the time they got to the Transvaal the 
Viking blood of most of them had been severely thinned, 
but some went into the diamond fields, and Ivar's grand 
father became a general surveyor for the Dutch. 

On the Forssman side of the family, one case of suicide 
and one of insanity are recorded. The suicide was incited 
by paresis, a subject that always fascinated Ivar Kreuger, 
and about which he both read and talked a great deal. There 
were rumors after his death that he too had suffered from it 
and that this had led him to overreach himself in impossible 
financial schemes paresis has the effect, among other 
things, of creating an exaggerated sense of power but it ap 
pears that, at most, Kreuger once contracted a mild case of 
syphilis, which he soon had cured. 

Except for the African venture of his two Forssman 
forebears, there is little in Kreuger's family history to indi 
cate a talent for striking out into new professional fields or 
even a desire to see new places. Yet from birth Ivar seems to 
have been "different," and almost everyone, including his 
parents, thought him so. This may have been due in part to 
the fact that he was a third child, proverbially the one who 
requires less attention than the earlier two and who seems 
better able to fend for himself. 

There were already two girls in the family when Ivar 
was born, on March 2, 1880, in the large flat, the top part 
of an old mansion, which the Kreugers occupied on East 
Sea Street in Kalmar. From the very start he demonstrated 
two of the qualities for which he was to become famous 
silence and patience. u He ate three meals regularly a day 
and one at midnight and never cried if he was fed late, or, 
for that matter, about anything," his mother later said. "He 
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took care of himself and was just an angel." This meant that 
he was left to amuse and slowly to educate himself, on the 
nursery and reading level, and Dr. Bjerre professes to see 
in this the first signs of a significant character development. 
"By not being governed or guided in his first educational 
maneuvers, he was, despite his curiosity, essentially un 
educated and quickly became a law unto himself, operating 
according to regulations he alone devised," he says. "If one 
conquers one's first difficulties so easily, one gets a sense of 
superiority that is every bit as dangerous as a feeling of 
inferiority." 

When he was four years old, his brother, Torsten, was 
born there were two more girls after that and, as Tors- 
ten demanded greater attention, Ivar was more than ever 
left to himself. He developed into a shy and solemn child 
with cool gray eyes that seemed to belong to a much older 
person and that seldom sparkled with fresh discovery or en 
thusiasm but appeared to take in and comprehend every 
thing around him. When he started school, he would get 
up at six in summer and winter, dress and feed himself, and 
leave the house without anyone even knowing he was gone 
all his life Kreuger would be an early riser, and the qual 
ity of unobtrusiveness which he developed as a child also 
became an integral part of his character. As he grew into 
boyhood, he became tall but frail and not nearly so Nordic- 
looking as his fellows; perhaps because of this, he felt 
obliged to demonstrate that he was as good as or better 
than anyone else. He became daring to the point of reck 
lessness, and the risks he took undoubtedly encouraged him 
later on to take financial risks no one else would have at 
tempted. He learned how to swim, for instance, by accept 
ing a challenge at the age of seven to jump into the Kalmar 
bathhouse pool. When another boy dared him to jump out 
of a tall tree, he jumped, narrowly avoiding injury. Al- 
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though not athletically inclined, he liked the outdoors and 
very early acquired a lifelong passion for flowers, spending 
long hours wandering around the mainland woods and on 
the nearby island of Oland in the Baltic. The first thing 
Kreuger ever stole was an envelope of pressed flowers be 
longing to a schoolmate. 

The strange absence of a sense of right and wrong in 
Kreuger, his adoption of whatever means were available to 
reach his ends, his equally odd mixture of consideration and 
contempt for people and his ability to use them for his own 
purposes without their being aware of it, were all amoral 
qualities he demonstrated when he was hardly out of knee 
pants. He was remarkably adept at cutting corners, at find 
ing ways to do things which, while undeniably efficacious 
and time-saving, were certainly not correct, but he appears 
never to have had any sense of guilt about what he did, any 
more than he did later, when he cut accounting corners on 
a truly colossal scale. In place of remorse, there was always 
a kind of quiet pride in his own capacities. As he himself 
later remarked, not in a bragging or omnipotent manner but 
as if he were just reporting an asset instead of a liability on 
a balance sheet, "I guess I wasn't quite like the other boys. I 
thought things through for myself." One of his schoolmates 
put it somewhat differently: "It isn't that he cheated more 
than the rest of us, but that he just did it better." 

In his later years Kreuger displayed a spectacularly re 
tentive memory that enabled him to rattle off verbatim the 
fictions in his numerous balance sheets without being 
flanked by accountants scribbling memos for his guidance. 
If a story vouched for by the doting members of his family 
can be believed, this faculty was already fully developed at 
the age of five, when he recited, word for word, a sermon 
he had heard in church and then recited it backward. Pos 
sibly easier to accept is his parents' assertion that at seven 
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he could add, subtract, divide, and multiply. The fact that 
he could read a book rapidly and absorb everything in it, 
however, seemed to make him lazy instead of eager to get 
his work done well in a hurry. He preferred to wait until 
examination time and then engage in expert cribbing. 
Others were spied out, but Kreuger never was. As another 
of his schoolmates later said, "His thirst for experimenting 
was frequently due to his wanting to see how far things he 
had set in morion would develop [and] if something dan 
gerous was undertaken, Ivar had to have a part in it." This 
remarkably apt summary of the youthful Kreuger held true 
all his life. His financial maneuvers were always calculated 
efforts to determine, first on a small scale and then on a 
larger, how much he could get away with. 

Among his schoolmates, Ivar was usually a ringleader. 
Once he used a set of false keys to enter the school prin 
cipal's office and obtain final term marks before they were 
announced he sold them for the equivalent of a nickel to 
his fellow students and an attempt to get some exam papers 
in advance failed only because they had been locked in a 
safe (and one thing Kreuger was not was a saf ecracker) . Or 
ganized cribbing was common. Kreuger also assigned each 
of a group of boys to study the subject he was best in and, 
without doing any studying himself but acting as overseer, 
he then made sure that all the notes were properly pooled 
before class sessions. "Even in those days he appeared fully 
determined to arrange all the small, unimportant things into 
a system," an old friend who knew him as a boy has re 
called. "He had a clear realization of the main and funda 
mental facts. He did not waste rime over side issues, but 
was intelligent enough not to ignore the importance even 
of trivialities. His principle was the law of least resistance 
and the realization of the maximum results with the mini 
mum of effort." Kreuger, of course, never lost his early 
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penchant for systematization, and his whole subsequent 
financial scheme, which he kept chiefly in his head and alone 
seemed fully to understand, was a natural outgrowth of this 
early habit of organizing his fellows' school lives. 

He quickly demonstrated a knack of appraising his 
teachers' weaknesses and thereby knowing what he could 
do, both practically and prankishly. He seems to have been 
purely devilish at times, a kind of Swedish Dennis the Men 
ace. "It was priceless to contemplate the expression of con 
centrated innocence on Ivar's face when he had just played 
some trick or other, as, for instance, on the occasion when 
he poured all the various acids at the laboratory into one 
receptacle and the poor teacher failed to get a demonstra 
tion to work," a fellow student has recounted. He further 
learned how to take advantage of any situation and turn bad 
fortune into good. In later years he used to relish telling 
how he had been on his way to school one day in Kalmar, 
worried about passing an examination he had failed to bone 
up for, when he was knocked down by a man on a bicycle. 
Badly cut and bruised, he refused all entreaties to go to an 
apothecary or go home. One of the town officials who had 
seen the accident walked consolingly to school with him 
and told the teacher what had happened. Kreuger played 
the mishap for all it was worth and correctly guessed the 
outcome: the teacher felt so sorry for him that he got a 
passing grade. 

A significant early interest in girls was apparently en 
couraged by an older boy who used to visit one of Ivar's 
sisters and took such a liking to him that they became 
friends. The young man volunteered to introduce Kreuger 
to some suitable young ladies, and this prompted consider 
able teasing by his schoolmates. Typically, Kreuger had a 
clever counterthrust. When he was named by some of the 
boys in his class to be an honorary member of a girls' club 
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in the school, he responded with a speech to the young ladies 
which was printed in the high-school paper (it seems to 
have been mainly a teen-age gossip sheet that would have 
been relished by the James Dean generation). "With deep 
est feelings in my heart, I thank you for your invitation to 
join your lovely organization," he said. "I hadn't expected 
this honor. I know I'm considered to be one of the most 
remarkable curiosities in Kalmar, but not because of my 
splendid male qualities and my good looks. . . . Maybe it's 
because I and my friend X [the older boy he had met] 
are seen so often on the Storgatan [where the girls used to 
walk after school]. I hope to fulfill all your hopes in carry 
ing out the sweet duties you have enjoined for me. And 
now, I assure you that ... as long as my legs hold out, I 
will hang around the Storgatan at least two hours every day, 
for what will one not do for what one loves!" Kreuger was 
thirteen years old at the time. Two years later, it is said, he 
had his first affair, with a handsome divorcee twice his age 
who was one of his mother's friends. He had other new in 
terests by then too. He had, for instance, become an ex 
cellent shot, and instead of spending so much time hunting 
flowers in the woods, he hunted animals. 

His quick mind and fine talent for cribbing enabled 
Kreuger to pass his student's examination at the age of six 
teen, three years ahead of the average. After working that 
summer of 1896 in his father's Monsteras factory, he went 
to the technical university in Stockholm in the fall, having 
decided to take up engineering. Here, as in Kalmar, he was 
soon esteemed for his cleverness as a classmate afterward 
put it, he took pleasure in using his agile mind "for the de 
ception of everyone with whom he came into contact" 
and his subtle techniques again earned him an odd sort of 
local fame. When he was asked to build a model draw 
bridge, he arranged to copy different sections of it from 
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various adept fellow students, who not only didn't mind 
helping him out but were secretly proud of the fact that 
his glued-together results were the best. It might be hard to 
believe that Kreuger actually was able to enlist the loyal 
and even admiring support of his classmates in selfish 
schemes of this kind were it not for the indisputable evi 
dence that he later charmed astute financiers into giving him 
their clients' money and that they made hardly any effort 
to keep track of what he was doing with it. 

Another early example of what might be called corner- 
cutting, or following the path of least resistance, is provided 
by the story of how Kreuger passed a mineralogy test that 
required him to identify a number of stones. The ones he 
could not name, he calmly dropped into a desk drawer; the 
professor, as he had surmised, never knew the difference. 
With this sort of guile went another characteristic that 
Kreuger developed to a striking degree later on: the capac 
ity to bluff. He once wrote a sarcastic commentary on a 
lecture on railway building and handed it to the professor, 
who denounced him for it in class the next day. Kreuger 
insisted that he had merely set down faithfully what he had 
heard the professor say, and, accepting the man's dare to 
deliver a better lecture, he promptly and brazenly stood up 
and gave a talk that everyone agreed was masterful. An 
ticipating what would happen, Ivar had all but memorized 
the textbook the night before. He was later to use such 
memory tricks to great advantage in winning the esteem of 
businessmen. 

Despite such bravura actions, Kreuger was considered 
essentially quiet and reserved by his college mates. In fact, 
they called him "The Quiet One." Though younger than 
the rest, he seemed older. As he had done before, and would 
do all his life, he kept to himself most of the time, though, 
besides squiring his Norwegian girl friend, he apparently 
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went out formally on occasion: in one of his letters home 
he requested "a set of tails" along with a more prosaic piece 
of equipment, "a spare napkin ring." He was attracted by 
the city, an extremely beautiful one, but his response to it 
was more calculating than aesthetic and displayed little 
imagination. Such things as the opera, which he dutifully 
attended with one of his sisters, interested him less than 
strolling around and pondering his future. Once he and 
another student, walking beside the inland sea around which 
Stockholm is built, stopped to watch some fishermen raise 
and lower their nets. When one of the nets came up with 
nothing in it but some scraps of orange peel and debris, 
Kreuger remarked: "That would never suit me, I'd want a 
netful of fish every time or I'd try something else." When 
his companion chided him for expecting too much, Kreuger 
pointed to the Royal Palace across the way and announced 
that he would own one like it someday he would, too, his 
famous Match Palace. He often spoke of making staggering 
amounts of money in matter-of-fact terms. He had, actually, 
already learned to deal with money in his own convenient 
way. In his first accounting home, every item "was neatly 
broken down and listed in a nice round sum. Two of the 
entries showed signs of having been erased and altered so 
that the totals of what he had received and ostensibly spent 
balanced perfectly. 

Upon his graduation and the completion of his extra 
year's course in engineering, he discussed his prospects with 
his father, who soon realized that his older son wasn't pre 
pared to settle down in a quiet rural match business and had 
to appease his wanderlust. Ivar accordingly went off to 
America. When he returned, Ernst Kreuger secretly wished 
that the one trip, unsuccessful as it had been on several 
counts, might be enough. But after Ivar worked for four 
months in the Monsteras match factory and reached the age 
of twenty-one, he decided to try his luck in the New World 
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again, and, with a little more money in his pockets than be 
fore, he sailed back to New York in the fall of 1901. This 
time, in addition to feeling older, he made sure he looked 
older by growing a mustache. 



< CHAPTER z 



An Empire 
is Created 



WITHIN a short time of Kreuger's arrival in New York 
on his second trip to America, he got a job it may have 
been the mustache that did it with the firm of Purdy & 
Henderson, steel-construction consultants, on West Four 
teenth Street. His chief task was to go over structural plans 
and make sure there were no errors in calculation, some 
thing his mathematical mind eminently suited him for, and 
for which he was paid fifty cents an hour. There were about 
twenty men in the office, one of whom, a young Norwegian 
named Anders Jordahl, soon became Kreuger's best friend 
and was to be one of his close associates in America, a kind 
of all-round Man Friday, in the big years ahead. 

Kreuger lived in a rooming house on West Twenty-third 
Street and Jordahl lived nearby, so the two often had supper 
together and spent economical evenings walking around 
town. It was the dawn of the skyscraper era, and Kreuger 
was impressed by the new buildings shooting up, -but, as 
had been the case in Stockholm, his response was primarily 
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one of pragmatic, measured assessment rather than excite 
ment or wonder: having seen New York before, he now 
wrote home descriptive, unemotional letters almost drab, 
except for one in which he spoke fervidly of the opportu 
nities he foresaw in the United States. Even in this one there 
was something calculating in his tone. "There is plenty of 
room in this country," he wrote. "The people are hard but 
they give one a chance. At home everyone talks about his 
love affairs, but here people discuss their prospects. That 
suits me. I can breathe here." He did well at his job and 
soon won a promotion by discerning a vital error in a set 
of plans. Purdy & Henderson had a close association with 
the Fuller Construction Company, one of the country's 
building pioneers, and Kreuger worked for Fuller on such 
early skyscraper landmarks as the Flatiron Building, the 
Metropolitan Life tower, R. H. Macy & Co., and the Plaza 
and St. Regis hotels. 

The aspect of wealth, in the American image, fascinated 
him more and more. He again visited the Stock Exchange, 
and this time noted its operations more carefully. The or 
ganization and methods of big business especially intrigued 
him, and he studied the history of the Rockefeller oil trust 
and read biographies of such men as Daniel Drew, Jay 
Gould, and Commodore Cornelius Vanderbilt. At least one 
prominent person, Per Jacobsson, who is now managing di 
rector of the International Monetary Fund and who once 
worked for Kreuger in Stockholm, believes he got his first 
real lesson in business shenanigans from watching New 
York contractors operate under conditions in which polit 
ical payoffs and kickbacks were rife. It seems just as likely, 
however, that Kreuger soaked in some of the nineteenth- 
century American buccaneer past and was much impressed 
by what the more adventurous and free-wheeling tycoons 
of that era had got away with. A young Swedish friend who 
had been with him at the university in Stockholm used to 
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come over from his job in New Jersey to visit Kreuger on 
week ends, and later recalled how often Kreuger had 
spoken of the importance of "winning confidence" in busi 
ness relationships. America was the place, Kreuger kept say 
ing, where one had "to know somebody" to get ahead, and 
with his usual ingenuity he took advantage of every chance 
he saw. 

When he read one morning that a wealthy industrialist 
had died, he called at the man's residence and, feigning 
ignorance, asked to see him. Upon being told what had hap 
pened, he begged to be allowed to express his condolences 
to the son, to whom he handed a letter addressed to the dead 
man, ostensibly written by Ivar's father in Sweden "your 
old friend" and introducing "my son Ivar" as "a capable 
young man who may be of use to you/' Ivar had, of course, 
written the letter himself, and though nothing apparently 
came of this ruse, it was typical of Kreuger's growing gall, 
which he demonstrated in other ways too, in behalf of 
friends as well as himself. When another fellow Swede in 
New York was out of a job, Kreuger stepped blithely into 
a prominent engineers' club and wrote a letter of introduc 
tion under a false name on the club's embossed stationery 
to one of the firms that, a year before, had turned Kreuger 
down; the friend was promptly hired. 

In rime Kreuger came to have an almost mesmeric in 
fluence over people and applied it ruthlessly to gain his ends, 
but he also always seemed to derive pleasure perhaps as a 
satisfaction of his own ego or, as has been suggested, as a 
form of masochism from going out of his way to help 
others. The response was exactly the sort of blind fealty he 
sought and required. He made sure of his friend Jordahl 
early, as Jordahl himself unwittingly confessed. "It was one 
of Ivar's characteristics to take not only a purely sentimental 
interest in his friends, but he utilized every opportunity 
that came along to help them and further their material 
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well-being," the Norwegian wrote Kreuger's parents after 
Kreuger's death. "Thus, when a position was offered to him 
in England a few months after we had met, he took pains 
to get the post for me. . . . This position happened to be 
with Waring and Gillow of London, and my duties were 
to participate in the designing of the engineering work for 
the Carlton Hotel in Johannesburg, South Africa." Kreuger 
continued to work as a steel-construction engineer in New 
York until the summer of 1903, when Jordahl returned the 
favor by getting him a job supervising the preparation of 
steel for the Johannesburg hotel at the Biirbacker Hiitte 
steel plant in Saarbriicken, Germany. After spending sev 
eral months there, Kreuger headed for South Africa him 
self. He had wangled a temporary subcontracting assign 
ment to oversee the installation of the steel, but he seems to 
have been attracted chiefly by the romance of the place and 
by Jordahl's repeated reports of good speculative opportu 
nities. 

When he arrived in Johannesburg, he had about three 
hundred pounds with him, part of which he had borrowed 
from his father. With this he and Jordahl, who contributed 
about a fifth as much, decided to open a restaurant near the 
center of town, where they charged one-and-sixpence for 
table-d'hote meals but served no liquor. After he had fin 
ished his hotel job, Kreuger gave his full time to managing 
the place and it made a small profit, though, as Jordahl sub 
sequently noted, "we considered this class of business some 
what below our dignity as aspiring young engineers," and 
they both resolved to say nothing about the venture in their 
letters home. Despite the activity in the South African 
mines, Kreuger, in a letter to his father, spoke of "bad 
times" and, while an upturn was expected, he added dep- 
recatingly: "I don't consider salaries here high enough 
compared with those in England and America to make up 
for the high cost of living and other drawbacks." 
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He intimated for the first time that he was thinking of 
returning to Stockholm and applying his knowledge of steel 
construction to building there, and he asked his father to 
sound out the possibilities of his getting an interim job back 
home as a fire inspector. In one of his rare personal asides, 
he also said that "if one wants to think of marriage some 
time, it's better to live in Sweden." Presumably he was still 
thinking of his Norwegian girl he had falsely told Jordahl 
he was engaged to her f or shortly after this Jordahl came 
home one afternoon to the boardinghouse in the hills where 
he and Kreuger shared a room to find Ivar sobbing on the 
bed with an open letter alongside him. "Min fiicka ar dod" 
Kreuger said "my girl is dead." In his letter long after 
ward to Kreuger's parents Jordahl recalled: "He was very 
downcast and mournful for a long time following that and 
it has always been my impression and still is that his deep 
love for this girl sweetheart who died was the reason he 
never married." 

It may have been the girl's death that made Kreuger de 
cide to stay awhile longer in South Africa. At any rate, 
when his period of emotional depression was over, he seems 
to have had an increasingly good time there, and a profitable 
one. He made a quick fifteen hundred pounds in a gold 
speculation, which was an extremely large sum in those 
d avs he didn't report this first monetary success home 
either and more and more he enjoyed the get-rich-quick 
flavor of the place, the colonial morality, or amorality, and 
the fact that he was now a young man with some money in 
his pockets and several irons in the fire. He joined the 
Transvaal Militia and rode around on a horse, with a gun 
slung over his back, and he resumed his hobby of hunting. 
He did considerable traveling, and visited his grandfather's 
grave in Pretoria. He also kept up his reading and became 
much impressed with Cecil Rhodes, who joined Napoleon 
and Charles XII of Sweden as the three historical figures 
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Kreuger most admired. Not even a serious outbreak of 
cholera, during which he and Jordahl watched bodies by 
the hundreds being carted out of the East Indian settlement, 
kept him from seriously reconsidering his earlier inclination 
to move on; he contemplated settling down instead in South 
Africa to make a fortune. But there remained one major dis 
advantage: it was too far off the beaten track, too far away 
from the world centers of money, and he had not forgotten 
the excitement of New York and the allure of the Stock 
Exchange. 

In the winter of 1904-5 Kreuger suddenly left Johannes 
burg and roamed along the coast of East Africa. He shipped 
over to India, where he did more sightseeing for several 
weeks and had his picture taken standing with a gun over a 
large, dead lion, though he later admitted that this had been 
just a stunt and that the lion wasn't his. From India he went 
to Paris, where he studied French for a few months. Ap 
parently his savings were giving out, for by the summer of 
1905 he was back in London. Unable to find work imme 
diately as an engineer, he became a jobber of a line of cut 
lery and safety razors. This may have seemed a comedown 
at the moment, but Kreuger adjusted to it, as he did to 
everything. In all important respects, he had become a full- 
fledged citizen of the world. 

Now, in 1906, America drew him for the third time. On 
this trip he went by way of Canada and spent a number of 
months working for a Toronto contracting firm that was 
doing some building in Buffalo and Toledo, both of which 
he visited. For some reason he had become intrigued by 
restaurants, and he started another one, in Philadelphia; un 
like the moderately successful Johannesburg venture, this 
one soon failed. Finally back in New York, he was hired by 
the Consolidated Engineering Company, of which he was 
shortly made manager and vice-president. Among other 
contracts, the company had one for building Archbold Sta- 



34 Kreuger: GENIUS AND SWINDLER 

dium and some additional buildings at Syracuse University, 
and Kreuger supervised these constructions. (In 1930 the 
university gave him an honorary degree as Doctor of Busi 
ness Administration, which may, in retrospect, have been 
the most regretted diploma of its kind in academic annals.) 
The Syracuse structures were of reinforced concrete, a new 
type of building foundation requiring a special kind of iron 
which had been invented and patented by Julius Kahn, head 
of the Trussed Concrete Steel Company. Kreuger went to 
Detroit to visit Kahn, who took a liking to him and sug 
gested that Kreuger explore the possibilities of applying the 
new building methods in Europe. The idea suited Kreuger 
perfectly. As he wrote home in a worldly vein, he was get 
ting tired of "making money for second-rate people," and, 
in one of his few downright anti- American declarations, he 
added that "I hate the American outlook." He re-empha 
sized his admiration for American "methods," however, 
and, having served his "apprenticeship" and learned "more 
than the most up-to-date director of any firm in Sweden," 
he announced that he was finally coming home "bursting 
with ideas. ... I am only wondering which to carry out 
first." 



Whatever vision of himself as an important business or 
financial figure the twenty-seven-year-old Kreuger may 
have had, he started out modestly enough. On May 18, 
1908, he formed a partnership with an engineer named Paul 
Toll, aged twenty-five, who was also interested in intro 
ducing the Kahn method in Sweden. Kreuger put up 
ten thousand kroner about twenty-five hundred dollars 
most of which he borrowed, as he had done before, from 
his father. Toll put up nothing, though he was an equal 
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partner. Already Kreuger showed a fondness for commer 
cial nomenclature which eventually inspired him to create 
his international maze of four hundred companies. The 
Kreuger & Toll letterhead had THE TRUSSED CONCRETE STEEL 
co. written on top, and beneath it was printed IVAR KREUGER 
& co., which never did anything and was just his way of 
getting his name listed; on one side, in smaller type, appeared 
the name of Julius Kahn. 

The partners' first contract was a three-thousand-dollar 
one for building beams in an electrical plant in the small 
town of Gullspang, and with their profits they bought a 
concrete mixer from England for their next job, a twelve- 
thousand-dollar viaduct. The new building technique 
caught on quickly, and by the end of the year the firm was 
hard at work on the city's first "skyscraper" a six-story 
department store in the center of town which is still stand 
ing. It was on this building that Kreuger pulled off his first 
big coup. He committed Kreuger & Toll to pay a fine of 
twelve hundred dollars for each extra day if the work wasn't 
completed in four months, but he stipulated that if the 
building were finished ahead of schedule, he and Toll 
should get the same amount for each day saved. The time 
was midwinter and no one thought the two young contrac 
tors could possibly finish on time, let alone early, but 
Kreuger set up heavy tarpaulins, installed big searchlights 
and special heating facilities, and kept a work force going 
twenty-four hours a day. The nocturnal crunch of the 
concrete mixer led a group of neighboring residents to com 
plain about the noise, but Kreuger had taken the precaution 
of getting a certificate from a tension expert stating that it 
would be unwise to interrupt the laying of concrete in win 
ter, and the police supported this position. One Stockholm 
paper commented testily: "If this American method of 
building catches on, the Stockholmer will never have a 
quiet night again," but when the steel-and-concrete skeleton 
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was completed in a record two months' time and Kreuger 
& Toll collected a handsome bonus of more than seventy 
thousand dollars, all of Stockholm marveled. People soon 
got used to the sound of the mixer and began to take pride 
in the many fine new buildings the firm was erecting. 
Within three or four years Kreuger & Toll had gained a 
reputation as the best building company in Sweden. 

Kreuger, who generally drew up the contracts and made 
all the business arrangements while Toll took charge of 
the construction, worked day and night himself, often 
seven days a week. He regularly managed to get along on 
a few hours' sleep and a cat nap or two, a habit that he 
kept up for the rest of his life and that never ceased to 
amaze his subordinates. Unlike most Swedes, he ate spar 
ingly, mainly salads. He lived at first in a small pension 
called Dehn's, then in a downtown hotel, and after that he 
took a four-room flat on Strandvagen, by the water, but 
he was constantly moving about from place to place and 
often caught a few winks and a quick bite in a construction 
shack. His punctuality and "American" manner of doing 
business, which combined efficiency with affability, went 
over well, and when Paul Toll, who was much more of a 
plodding, subdued Swede, once remarked that his partner 
was perhaps unnecessarily ardent and ingratiating, Kreuger 
replied: "You can flatter so much that you're ashamed of 
yourself, but you can never make the person you're flatter 
ing feel ashamed." 

In 1911 Kreuger & Toll was incorporated with a capital 
in stock of a million kroner, or about a quarter of a million 
dollars. Its statutes declared that it was "to conduct con 
tracting and building operations and similar business as 
well as to manufacture and sell building material," and that 
"the company may in connection with its affairs acquire 
shares in other concerns as investments, but it may not carry 
on a regular trading business in securities." Here was the 
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first inkling of the far-flung finance company of the future. 
Referring to the final clause, one of Kreuger's principal 
apologists commented after Kreuger's death: "One almost 
has the feeling that [he] was unconsciously seeking to guard 
against the temptation to be drawn . . . towards a lurking 
catastrophe. 7 ' Despite the forswearing of securities trading, 
no change in the statutes of Kreuger & Toll Aktiebolaget 
(Inc.) was ever made when the company itself, as well as 
the public, later traded its stocks in values of hundreds of 
millions of dollars on the world's exchanges. (The public 
trading began modestly enough only two years later in Jan 
uary 1914, when the stock was listed on the Stockholm Ex 
change.) 

Beyond the considerable building in Sweden, Kreuger 
was once more spreading his wings. He had started a real- 
estate subsidiary called Capitol City, Inc., which at the out 
set owned five buildings, and he had begun to cast his eye 
abroad again. Even before incorporating Kreuger & Toll, 
he had established branch offices of the construction com 
pany in Germany, where he installed his old New York 
and South African sidekick, Anders Jordahl, and in Fin 
land. The Finnish office, in Helsingf ors, soon set up a sub 
sidiary in St. Petersburg (now Leningrad) , thereby mark 
ing Kreuger's first contact with the Russians, who during 
the twenties, after the Communists had come to power, 
were to become a constant competitive goad and a source 
-of anxiety to Kreuger, the world financier, and who would 
ultimately have a lot to do with forcing him to overextend 
himself. Even at this early date there was trouble for 
Kreuger, though of a different sort, from the Russian front. 
While he held most of the stock in these foreign subsidiaries, 
he allowed them to be run, or at least seem to be run, quite 
independently. The St. Petersburg office, in the charge of 
the man in Helsingf ors, began doing so much business that, 
instead of being pleased and proud, Kreuger developed an 



3 8 Kreuger: GENIUS AND SWINDLER 

odd and overpowering resentment. Summoning the agent 
back to Stockholm, he planted with the police an astonish 
ing report that the fellow was inflating his records with 
claims of false profits, and he even went so far as to start 
personal litigation. 

The courts, finding no evidence of wrongdoing, quickly 
disposed of Kreuger's waspish action and ordered him to 
reinstate the Finnish representative in his job. Kreuger, an 
gered if unashamed, soon lost interest in the Finnish and 
Russian ends of Kreuger & Toll's construction business. By 
this time, anyway, he had far larger game in a much smaller 
physical product matches. 



: 3 : 

It has never been altogether clear whether Kreuger came 
into the match business by design or by chance. His family, 
of course, had long been interested in matches. His Uncle 
Fredrik, even though he lived in London, was co-owner 
with Ivar's father of the two factories in Kalmar and Mons- 
teras, and by now Torsten, Ivar's younger brother, not 
only was managing the Kalmar branch but also had bought 
one of the two Swedish plants for the manufacture of 
matchmaking machinery. But the match business as a whole 
in Sweden was not doing well, mainly because it suffered 
from too much internal competition. 

The industry dated back to 1844, when Gustav Eric 
Pasch, a professor at the Swedish Royal Academy of Sci 
ence, invented the modern safety match by substituting 
red phosphorus for poisonous yellow phosphorus and trans 
ferring it from its former place on the match tip to a strik 
ing surface. Two brothers named Lundstrom thereupon 
started a match factory in Jonkoping and began to sell their 
product in Germany and England as well as in Sweden. The 
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invention of a matchmaking machine in 1872 by another 
Swede, Alexander Lagerman a simple mechanism that, 
incidentally, has hardly been changed since set off a boom 
that saw the steady building of factories, most of which did 
not last very long but nevertheless raised competitive havoc. 
In 1903 this was partly ameliorated by the amalgamation of 
six large companies into the Jonkoping and Vulcan Match 
Factories, Inc., but there were still about a dozen smaller 
fry left, including the two Kreuger enterprises, and they 
were being increasingly squeezed by the major combine. 

It became apparent that, if they were to survive, some 
thing had to be done. Early in 1912 Kreuger had men 
tioned the matter to a young banker named Oscar Rydbeck, 
whom he had met upon his return from America four years 
before and who was to become one of the foremost bankers 
in Sweden as well as Kreuger's chief financial prop and ad 
viser until Kreuger's death brought about his ruin too. The 
new national banking law of 1911 gave banks, for the first 
time, the right to invest in industrial enterprises, and Ryd 
beck had told Kreuger that if he increased the authorized 
shares of his family concerns, these shares could be used as 
collateral for loans to facilitate more amalgamations. As 
Kreuger was then still devoting all his efforts to the building 
business, he let the matter drop for the time. Various other 
bankers, looking for new investment opportunities, kept 
after the match proposition. A group of them approached 
Torsten Kreuger, but he thought the outlook bleak, and 
when the bankers formally asked Ivar to study the situation, 
Torsten advised him not to get mixed up in any scheme to 
bolster the Swedish match industry. This would not be the 
last time Torsten tried to hold Ivar in check. 

Kreuger announced he would think over the bankers' 
offer, which amounted to an invitation to join them in a 
new match enterprise. He was obviously tempted, though 
Torsten, who had gone into the foreign match business and 
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had just bought a big factory in Finland, was not alone in 
his warnings. Moritz Kahn, the brother of the Detroit steel 
man, told him he was crazy to start making penny matches 
when he was, in effect, selling steel at a hundred dollars a 
ton. But Kreuger must already have had a private image of 
what he could do with the little penny product. On March 
1 8, 1913, after his period of pondering, he made his decision. 
He kept his contracting and real-estate holdings, but he also 
became head of the United Match Factories, Inc., or the 
Kalmar trust, as it came to be known, which consisted of 
nine other small Swedish concerns in addition to the two 
owned by his father and uncle. 

Kreuger undoubtedly envisioned from the outset the pos 
sibilities of gaining control of much more than just the 
Swedish match industry. With typical cold logic, he re 
alized that, in matches, he was dealing with something 
that everyone used everywhere, and that, because Swedish 
know-how was superior, he might become the match ty 
coon of Europe. Dr. Bjerre, in his analysis of Kreuger's 
motivations, believes that "the day he united the match fac 
tories should be called the most tragic in Kreuger's life be 
cause the wall that the careful contractor had built up 
against the consequence of his amoral nature had been 
broken through. This day the devil tempted him. . . ." Cer 
tainly, from this day on, he turned his back for good on en 
gineering. A Stockholm acquaintance who was with Kreu 
ger at the time of decision says that he thought up the 
whole future match-monopoly scheme in twenty-four hours 
and blueprinted it in his mind, while Anders Jordahl, who 
met Kreuger in Copenhagen a few weeks later, recalls that 
"with a great deal of enthusiasm" his friend revealed his 
ultimate plan "to consolidate the match business of the 
world under one control." Jordahl adds: "He had absolute 
confidence in his own ability to accomplish this goal, and 
he felt equally assured that once it should be reached what- 
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ever sums of money had been borrowed to build up the 
structure would be repaid with very handsome profits to 
every investor." Over a fine Danish meal Jordahl listened 
raptly and, while he thought Kreuger might be "over-op 
timistic," he was tremendously impressed, as were others, 
among them banker Rydbeck, to whom the dream was con 
fided. 

Kreuger made as much of an immediate stir in the match 
business as he had in building. With the support of three 
banks, one of which was Rydbeck's Scandinaviska Kredit 
A.B. (The Swedish Credit Bank), the Kalmar trust was cap 
italized at four million kroner, or about a million dollars 
less than a third of what the opposition Jonkoping- Vulcan 
trust was worth. Kreuger went to work at once to build the 
trust into a more smoothly functioning organization. First 
he bought the second of the two companies that made 
match machines in Sweden Torsten still owned the other 
one and then he set about lowering costs and raising 
the quality of the matches produced in his various factories. 
The outbreak of war cut down the imports of raw mate 
rials, especially aspen wood from Russia, and Kreuger made 
a deal with the Jonkoping trust to conserve and promote 
the development of aspen trees in the northern part of 
Sweden. But that was the end of his co-operation, for the 
moment. He beat the more conservative Jonkoping group 
to the draw by selling matches to Germany and her allies, 
in return for which he got some raw materials shipped north 
secretly. He also started producing his own potash and 
phosphorus, and, above all, he began to build up a competi 
tive foreign sales organization. 

Here events played into his hands. The Jonkoping com 
pany had marketed a large part of its product in the Far 
East, which was now cut off not only by the war but also 
by Japanese commercial expansion, especially in India. The 
Japanese were manufacturing matches in large quantities 
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labeled, for prestige, MADE IN TIDAHOLM, SWEDEN. Though 
the claim was patently false, there was an ironic twist of 
truth to it, for a year or so before the war a visiting Jap 
anese engineer had surreptitiously let his hat drop into a vat 
of chemicals in a Jonkoping plant and, after fishing it out, 
had analyzed the secret formula the Swedes used. 

The main office of the Kalmar trust consisted of one room 
in downtown Stockholm, where Kreuger and another man 
who was destined to be at his side all his life, Krister Litto- 
rin, worked with a typist and a messenger boy. Littorin had 
been a year behind Kreuger at the university. The impor 
tance of high-school and university associations in creating 
lifelong loyalties is probably greater in Sweden than any 
where else, and Kreuger henceforth made good use of this 
as an excuse to surround himself with weaklings and syco 
phants who would do what he ordered without question. 
Littorin, an electrical engineer by training, was no weak 
ling, but he was pliable and, most importantly, he always 
worshipped Kreuger. A warm, handsome man who was a 
good mixer and, like his employer, a good linguist, he was 
a perfect foil for the more somber, seemingly abstracted 
Kreuger. After college the two men had met briefly in New 
York, and they had seen each other now and then after both 
returned to Sweden in 1907. Now, seven years later, they 
traveled to London to persuade two British sales agencies 
to join forces with them. 

One of the agencies belonged to Kreuger's Uncle Fredrik, 
who wanted to keep it for himself, and he was obstinate 
about it. But Ivar, as he did with everybody, played upon 
his uncle's weakness, which was alcohol, and got him to sign 
an agreement while drunk. With the help of a lawyer, 
Fredrik later tried to have the contract set aside, but there 
had been no witnesses Ivar had carefully kept Littorin 
away while he was softening up the old boy and the deal 
was upheld. Here was one of the first significant examples of 
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Kreuger's ruthless business philosophy. The fact that a close 
relative was concerned made no difference to him. (Much 
later he was to be criticized for allowing his aged father to 
remain on the board of Kreuger & Toll until it went bank 
rupt, even though he knew that a collapse was imminent.) 
Throughout his career, though he was a kind and generous 
employer for the most part, Kreuger would betray any of 
his friends if he saw his work threatened or if he needed 
something badly. 

Even though he knew little of the larger mechanics of 
the match industry his experience in the Monsteras fac 
tory had been quite limited he displayed a genius for deal 
ing with its major problems. From this time on, like an 
artist, Kreuger poured himself and all his resources, physical 
and creative, into what he was doing. Dr. Bjerre, looking 
back on these beginnings, later commented: "There was 
something special about his work. The strangeness was not 
only in the power with which he dominated everything 
[but] we might be uniquely confronted with the fact that 
for the first time a human being has lived out his capacity 
for good and evil as completely in a financial creation as 
hitherto artists and poets have done in their individual 
ways." It is a fact that what Kreuger fashioned became a 
kind of fantasy, such a mixture of real and unreal, with the 
line between increasingly difficult to distinguish, that ulti 
mately he would no longer know where truth left off and 
fiction began. Once he was enmeshed in his fantastic scheme, 
it became self -perpetuating, carrying him forward at such a 
dizzying rate that even he must have been surprised, despite 
his bold predictions to Jordahl and others. 

In the first year of its operation, when a lot of new equip 
ment was bought, the Kalmar trust lost seven thousand dol 
lars, but after that it prospered, making a profit of about 
sixty thousand dollars the following year. In 1916 it cleared 
more than half a million dollars and declared a twelve-per- 
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cent dividend. By then it was doing almost as much business 
as the larger Jonkoping- Vulcan combine, and at the close 
of 1917 Kreuger brought off his biggest coup to date by 
almost single-handedly negotiating a merger of the two into 
the twenty-seven-million-dollar Svenska Tandsticksaktie- 
bolaget, or Swedish Match Company, of which he became 
president. This represented a very large undertaking in 
Sweden at the time. Included in the transaction were shares 
in chlorate-of -potash factories, paper and printing mills for 
making labels, machine-making facilities, and rights to a 
hundred thousand acres of forest and logging country. 
Kreuger had been so persuasive in arguing for the merger 
that he managed to overvalue the shares of the Kalmar trust, 
so that the smaller organization more or less "swallowed" 
the larger it was his first big venture in inflating values, 
which was to become his prime tactic henceforth. By con 
trolling the votes of a large number of stockholders, Kreu 
ger completely dominated the new concern. 

What, in the meantime, was he doing with Kreuger & 
Toll? It had grown, since its incorporation in 1911, to a 
company with six building, real-estate, and investment sub 
sidiaries in Sweden, Finland, Russia, and Germany, with to 
tal annual profits of some two hundred thousand dollars and 
paying a neat dividend of fifteen per cent. In January 1917 
Kreuger had split the company into two distinct parts. One, 
called the Kreuger & Toll Building Co. and run by Paul 
Toll, remained purely a contracting enterprise; Kreuger had 
practically nothing to do with it thereafter, though he kept 
some stock. The other and much more important half, sim 
ply called Kreuger & Toll, Inc., became an amorphous finan 
cial holding company that could be used any way Kreuger 
wished in fact, henceforth it was nothing more nor less 
than his own free-wheeling fiduciary instrument. By 1918, 
following new stock issues, the authorized shares of this 
new Kreuger & Toll holding concern amounted to sixteen 
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million kroner, or about five million dollars at the dollar rate 
then current, and its reserves were seven million dollars. 
The total was still less than that of Swedish Match, but not 
for long, for Kreuger would soon start using it for invest 
ment and expansion on a massive scale and, above all, for 
manipulation. The match company, while its affairs grew 
inextricably entangled with Kreuger & Toll's and even 
more interwoven with Kreuger's personal accounts, would 
nevertheless remain the relatively straight spar of his vast 
and designedly ramified financial structure. The interrela 
tionship between Kreuger & Toll and Swedish Match, 
which was later to drive a battery of accountants crazy, be 
gan at once when Kreuger transferred one hundred and 
twenty thousand shares of the latter (slightly more than a 
quarter of the total) to the former, crediting Swedish Match 
with two million dollars for them. 
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Just as the war years had given Kreuger a chance to beat 
down his Swedish match opposition, so the post-war period 
opened up new opportunities abroad. It was a time when the 
world's markets were in a state of total disruption, a condi 
tion that Kreuger, with his now well-geared machine, could 
take quick advantage of. He did so with gumption, guile, 
and relish in a series of swift, open maneuvers and carefully 
planned secret deals for the purchase of match factories all 
over Europe. Openly, for example, he managed to recap 
ture most of the markets in Asia from the Japanese, and as 
soon as import restrictions were lifted in England he was 
able to sell matches there again. Simultaneously he dumped 
large stocks of inferior wartime matches in Germany and 
Russia. Because the German mark was worth very little and 
it was impossible to get any money out of the country, 



46 Kreuger: GENIUS AND SWINDLER 

Kreuger through his right-hand man, Littorin bought up 
huge chunks of real estate in Hamburg, Danzig, and Berlin. 
His purchases in the German capital included valuable 
properties on Unter den Linden, Friedrichstrasse, and Leip- 
zigerstrasse, and when he later sold them he earned a sev 
enty-million-mark profit. 

Kreuger transacted at last two good-sized Russian deals, 
one through a White Russian in Paris, a former officer in 
General Denikin's anti-Communist army named Nemir- 
ovsky, who was apparently acting as a middleman for the 
Communists. Nemirovsky at first seemed immune to Kreu- 
ger's blandishments and even tried to organize an opposi 
tion bloc to Swedish Match, but Kreuger kept after him. 
Nemirovsky had a weakness for fast new cars, and Kreuger 
bought him one in Paris. Finally the Russian agreed to sell a 
Polish match factory Kreuger had sought, and then the two 
men arranged a sale to Russia of a million and a half dol 
lars' worth of low-grade matches. Russian rubles were not 
considered a very good risk, but with the help of a private 
Paris bank that agreed to guarantee the payment, Kreuger 
managed to transfer his return on the sale into hard Swiss 
francs, about two and a half million dollars' worth, which 
meant a good profit. Typically for it was one of his odd 
quirks that he frequently forgot what he had done with im 
portant pieces of paper or even with large amounts of cash 
he stuffed the credit slip into a pocket of a pair of trousers 
and didn't think anything more about it until a week or 
more later Littorin asked him in Stockholm how he had 
made out in Paris. A second load of matches went directly 
to the Black Sea as an out-and-out gamble. A friend of 
Kreuger's, a former Swedish Olympic oarsman who had be 
come a merchant captain, in effect bartered this batch at 
local ports for tobacco and other products, which he then 
sold to several Balkan nations where organized markets and 
relatively stable currencies existed. 
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For the other, more important part of his program the 
buying of European match factories, especially in countries 
where depreciated currencies and cheap labor threatened 
him with serious fresh competition in the export field 
Kreuger needed a lot of money. The profits of the Swedish 
"Match Company soared from nearly two million dollars in 
1918 to nearly three million the next year (the dividend was 
jumped to fourteen per cent) , but that wasn't nearly enough 
for Kreuger's purposes, which he regarded as protective at 
first but which soon became part of his greater ambition to 
corner the whole match market, or as much of it as he could, 
and set up a monopoly with himself in Stockholm at the 
center. He temporarily solved the problem by getting a 
credit of about twenty million dollars from several Swedish 
banks that agreed to be part of an underground "interna 
tional match syndicate," operating covertly because, for the 
most part, Kreuger necessarily had to function behind the 
scenes: if he gave any indication of what he was up to, he 
obviously wouldn't get what he was after. It was just the 
kind of operation he loved best, and he carried it out with 
Machiavellian zest. One of his favorite tricks in buying up 
scattered Continental match factories was to begin by com 
peting directly with better-quality matches in the country 
in question. Then he would send out secret agents posing 
as independent buyers, and they would make ridiculously 
low offers for the match plants. When these were rejected, 
Kreuger would descend with a much better offer, which 
would invariably be accepted. 

The competition potentially most dangerous to Kreuger 
in the immediate post-war period came from Belgium, 
where the match industry, like everything else, had been 
disrupted or destroyed, but where some excellent factories 
were salvageable. Early in 1919 he sent a young Swede 
named Gunnar Cederschi'old on a scouting expedition. Ce- 
derschiold was a personable journalist whom Kreuger had 
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hired on the spur of the moment one day in Stockholm as 
an "observer," suggesting that while he was working as a 
newspaper correspondent in Paris he could do odd jobs for 
the match company on the side. This was the sort of ar 
rangement Kreuger now established with a number of in 
dividuals, creating his own "foreign service," and it best 
suited his strategy to have as his agents men who had other 
regular jobs so that no one would suspect they were also 
employed by him. When Cederschiold had protested that 
he knew nothing about matches beyond how to light them, 
Kreuger had smiled and said: "I know, but you speak sev 
eral languages and you know history and understand 
Europe, all of which is worth a lot more to me. You can 
pick up all you have to know about the match business in 
a couple of hours." 

Cederschiold, who was later to become Kreuger's chief 
Paris representative, had got his quick briefing, visited Lon 
don with his new employer, and then returned to France, 
where he covered the Peace Conference. In Ghent and 
Grammont, in Belgium, he found a pair of match factories 
that had been damaged but could be repaired, and he sug 
gested in a cable that some sort of lease or rental deal with 
the Belgian owners might be worked out. Kreuger replied 
that he wanted as free a hand as possible, and some equity of 
his own. A new economic crisis had begun in the Far East, 
where the price* of silver had dropped heavily, and the im 
pact of the slump had spread slowly west, affecting finan 
cial conditions in London and, to some extent, on the Con 
tinent. Cheap as matches were, in many poor homes they 
were being split in two and sometimes in four. "Kreuger 
told me that the situation in the world market was now such 
that if we didn't soon make an attack we'd be conquered/' 
Cederschiold later wrote. "A defensive posture was impos 
sible." Quietly, through some small banks, Kreuger ar 
ranged to buy the two Belgian factories outright. Over the 
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next several years he bought four others, merged' them, just 
as he had done in Sweden, and th,en, as he had also done 
there, worked co-operatively for a time with the leading 
Belgian trust and ended by capturing complete control of 
the nation's match business. 

What he did in Belgium he did in varying degree else 
where. In Austria, for example, working with his brother, 
Torsten, who henceforth would take over most of the 
match business in eastern Europe, he secretly bought a ma 
jority of shares of the most important match company, Solo 
A. G., which also owned factories in Hungary, Czechoslo 
vakia, and Yugoslavia. Mostly through outright purchases, 
he soon gained control of the industry in Norway, Finland, 
Denmark, Holland, and Switzerland, while in England he 
made an import-and-sales agreement with the largest firm, 
Bryant & May, and obtained majority control of the second- 
largest, Masters & Co. His aim was not only to dominate the 
production of matches wherever possible, but also to guide 
their distribution, and that meant getting rid of local mid 
dlemen and substituting his own people f or the most part 
Swedes and his own system. There were temporary set 
backs, as in France in 1921, when a large number of left 
over, poor-quality military matches were suddenly thrown 
on the market and imports from Sweden were cut way 
down, but Kreuger got a stranglehold on, or at least a foot 
hold in, an increasing number of places. He sometimes paid 
heavily for what he wanted and began the process of over- 
extending himself which he would later carry to extremes, 
but, for the moment at least, the credit was available in Swe 
den. Though the profits of the Swedish Match Company re 
mained about the same during these years, it was significant 
that the name of Ivar Kreuger was everywhere beginning 
to be heard. Almost overnight an unknown Swede of forty 
had become one of the new breed of European master in 
dustrialists, such as Hugo Stinnes in Germany, men of mys- 
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tery who flitted across the diffuse economic landscape of 
the unsettled Continent like swift chameleons. 
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Kreuger had now begun to live two lives. One, of which 
the public saw something, was that of the emerging business 
giant, the quiet, worldly, always polite and considerate man 
who listened respectfully to those older and seemingly wiser 
than himself, deferring when he went to London, for in 
stance, to his banker friend and champion Oscar Rydbeck. 
Rydbeck, who was highly esteemed in English banking and 
business circles, gave Kreuger the best of introductions in 
the City and spoke of him everywhere as "the coming man 
in Sweden." With his uncanny eye for judging people, 
Kreuger quickly saw Rydbeck as made to order for him. 
The banker liked nothing better than to discuss big issues 
in the company of big men, as at the Versailles peace ne 
gotiations, where he had been a Swedish observer. With a 
vanity that was tempered by a fund of charm, he already 
envisioned himself as a kind of roving foreign or finance 
minister for Kreuger, who encouraged the image. 

Kreuger's other life was compounded partly of his secret 
financial schemes and partly of private forms of release far 
removed from the relatively prosaic if profitable world of 
matchsticks. What this life chiefly represented was his per 
sonal image of power; involved were elements of chance 
and danger upon which, like the boy in Kalmar who had 
cheated in school and the youth in America and South 
Africa who had boldly felt his way in a variety of new 
fields, the maturing Kreuger thrived, approaching his op 
portunities like a hunter with an innate seventh sense and 
a heightened awareness, a daring to try anything without 
fear or qualms. 
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Thus, for example, in 1918 Kreuger took a tremendous 
plunge in a dollar speculation which in two years brought 
him a profit estimated to have been between two and three 
million dollars. The dollar, when he made this venture, was 
worth only about 2.80 kroner, but Kreuger firmly believed 
its value would soon increase. He thought nothing, as would 
almost anyone else, of the risks involved in gambling with 
such large sums and made a deal with a Stockholm bank 
whereby he was able to obtain a huge amount of kroner on 
loan. As soon as he had bought the dollars, he pledged them 
for the amount of the loan and got an American bank to 
guarantee them. By late 1919 the dollar was worth 4.83 
kroner and thereafter it kept rising, so Kreuger cashed in 
splendidly. This was a personal profit his private fortune 
that year was estimated by Rydbeck at twenty-five million 
kroner, or about five million dollars, which made him one 
of the richest men in Scandinavia. At about the same time 
he made another speculation that was part of his expanding 
match business but was also something of a personal coup, 
the profits of which he was able to use as he saw fit. He 
bought a majority of shares in a chemical company in Grie- 
sheim, Germany jokingly, he confided to a friend that the 
stock certificates were all in small denominations equivalent 
to one hundred marks and that he consequently had so 
many of them that he had to rent a warehouse room in Ber 
lin in which to store them. Two years later the chemical 
concern was merged with many others to form the vast I. 
G. Farben trust. In exchange for his shares, Kreuger got 
securities in the big new combine, and their value soared so 
that he eventually made about fifteen times his original in 
vestment. 

The fact that Kreuger had always got away with what he 
did, from cribbing in school on, undoubtedly encouraged 
him in certain odd accounting practices which he engaged 
in with increasing recklessness. Even his earliest methods of 
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keeping" books were to put it as charitably as possible 
unconventional. His essential philosophy of accounting, if 
it can be called a philosophy, was that a balance sheet ex 
isted mainly to paint pretty pictures for the public. He had 
an almost poetic approach to annual reports he usually 
wrote them himself and he believed the function of figures 
was not to reproduce a situation as it existed but to create 
an impression of it as he wished to portray it. If he had any 
basic theory at all, it was one of organic and continuing 
growth: neither events nor cycles should retard progress, 
and mounting profits, whether they existed or not, accom 
panied by ever soaring dividends (even if they came out of 
capital) were necessary to keep the customers happy and 
the credit coming. The other aspect of the principle was 
secrecy, and, as the need for it was implicit in the nature 
of his operation, he extended the principle to his books. 

When they were examined after his death by competent 
certified public accountants, and when the liquidators 
sought to prepare a chronology of events, a great deal of 
pertinent information was missing, but enough was discov 
ered to set the date of his first manipulations as far back as 
1917, though his acts then implied purposeful mystification 
rather than misdeeds. Certain large debits and credits were 
entered that year in Kreuger's personal account with the 
match company, for example, without any explanation of 
where the profits had come from or how the money ad 
vanced to him as managing director of the secret syndicate 
for buying factories had been used. There can be little 
doubt that money was indeed made and spent, but, con 
trary to normal procedure, this was done chiefly by one 
man, Kreuger himself, and it is pretty hard, when the cir 
cumstances are unexplained, to distinguish ingenuity from 
questionable practices. There is also some evidence that 
Kreuger quietly bought shares in one of his Swedish match 
concerns and then sold them at a profit to another company 
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in his trust, in effect inflating their value and enabling him 
to announce a higher dividend. He adopted this technique 
assiduously thereafter. 

Throughout his bizarre career Kreuger alone supplied the 
figures for the books of his various companies, and he 
mostly kept them in his head and juggled them as he saw 
fit. Annual reports, as a result, were artistic figments rather 
than factual statements, and as so much of the money passed 
through his private accounts Kreuger was able to switch 
amounts from one company to another and attach any label 
to them he saw fit, or, indeed, no specific label at all beyond 
"sundry expenses" or "undistributed profits." Because of 
the unusual nature of such operations, he was especially 
careful in picking his accountants. With one exception, the 
men he chose were almost totally ignorant of professional 
accounting practices in fact, they were selected precisely 
for how little rather than how much they knew. The ex 
ception was a former schoolmate of Kreuger's in Kalmar 
named Sigurd Hennig, and, typically, there was something 
a little shady in Hennig's past. He had been forced to re 
sign from a bank where he had been a junior clerk because 
he failed to report immediately a shortage of two thousand 
kroner. In 1913, when Kreuger made his first amalgamation 
of match concerns, Hennig went to work for him as a book 
keeper, and by 1919 he was chief accountant and controller 
of the Swedish Match Company at what was then a high 
salary of six thousand dollars a year. Though his duties were 
officially limited to the match business, Hennig's intelli 
gence and his growing comprehension through the years of 
all of Kreuger's tangled affairs, plus the fact that he handled 
the income-tax reports of many officers, would finally bring 
him, at the very end, to the point of openly challenging 
Kreuger about bookkeeping entries and methods, and about 
certain phony valuations; but by then it would be too late 
to make much difference. 
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Though Kreuger's secret dealings were accepted as nec 
essary by the board of directors of the Swedish Match Com 
pany, which included some prominent businessmen and 
even a famous Swedish jurist, the directors kept after him 
for information about the company's affairs, as did the 
bankers who had lent him so much money. But Kreuger had 
a great gift for satisfying their collective curiosity while still 
making sure he ran the show. With money flowing mysteri 
ously in and out of new investments, profits and property 
values were often arbitrarily determined and based on fu 
ture projections, which Kreuger alone made. In 1919, for 
instance, the amount of match-company earnings to be 
listed in the books depended substantially on what worth 
should be ascribed to certain assets in Germany, where the 
mark was so highly inflated. Kreuger told one of his sub 
ordinates that, on the one hand, he wanted to hold profits 
down to reduce his tax bill, while on the other hand he 
wanted to make profits seem higher in accordance with his 
prime strategy of impressing investors. The second argu 
ment won out, and he hit upon a profit figure for the year 
of 8,753,068 kroner, which in no way represented a true 
value but consisted largely of Kreuger's projection includ 
ing his estimate, in kroner, of what he deemed the profit in 
marks, say, would have been if they could have been turned 
into kroner under "normal conditions." Kreuger thus dis 
regarded the devaluation of the mark on neutral markets 
and calmly projected what he thought his German assets 
would be worth once Germany got on her feet. If anyone 
questioned him about such easy extrapolations, as happened 
occasionally, he would simply smile benignly he was per 
haps the greatest benign smiler of all time and explain his 
reasoning so persuasively that the reality of it all would 
seem overpowering and the questioner would feel like a 
fool. 
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Kreuger's sovereign nonchalance, which enabled him to 
carry off such situations with complete aplomb, was not a 
pose. It was something he had always possessed, since child 
hood, that charismatic quality that made others turn to him 
spontaneously for counsel and leadership, and his word was 
no more doubted when he began dealing with the top bank 
ers and businessmen of Europe and America, or with states 
men and diplomats who consulted him, than it had been 
when he was a youthful ringleader in Kalmar. "Where's 
Ivar? He'll fix it," was the lifelong refrain. He ruled his 
concerns like a benevolent dictator, using democratic forms 
that gave them a semblance of being old-fashioned family 
enterprises, comfortable and unhurried. From the very be 
ginning he chose all his disciples, especially in the match 
company, with prescient care. At the top were attractive, 
sophisticated men, either engineers or persons with a good 
business background. On the secondary level, he sent out 
into the field, as regional or national supervisors of his grow 
ing match empire, men whom he had known well for a 
number of years and whose personal loyalty he could thor 
oughly depend upon. When a particularly important job 
had to be done and he couldn't find time to do it himself, 
he would send one of his chief lieutenants from Stockholm 
Krister Littorin, for instance, spent six months in 1920 in 
the Far East. 

On the lowest level, Kreuger had the equivalent of "the 
boys in the back room" who would simply do as he told 
them and ask no questions, and whenever possible he sought 
men for these jobs who were beholden to him personally 
for some reason known only to Ivar Kreuger and the indi 
vidual in question. One and all were inculcated with his own 
passion for secrecy. In fact, when a young engineer was 
hired by the match company, he had to sign an "Oath of 
Secrecy" by which he pledged to keep to himself any aspect 
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of the business he might learn about, and the penalty for 
making any disclosure, not only during the period of his 
employment but for a ten-year period after departure from 
the company, was a twenty-five-thousand-dollar fine a 
punishment that was doubtless difficult to enforce but that 
had the desired effect of provoking silence through fear. 
Kreuger meant that secrecy should be practiced within the 
company too; carefully compartmentalizing everything 
made it easier for him, as the sole free wheel, to do what he 
wished without the knowledge of more than one assistant 
at a time. 

In the case of Kreuger & Toll, which was his own crea 
ture and where he had no inquisitive directors in the wings, 
Kreuger could have hired blind men as his aides for all the 
difference it would have made. He practically had one in a 
young fellow named Karlsson, who was the company's 
original accountant. Karlsson had begun as a storekeeper in 
Kreuger's building company, and, except for a short course 
in bookkeeping in Stockholm, he had absolutely no training 
in accounting and no comprehension of the company's real 
activities. For that matter, except for Kreuger, no one did. 
The company's board was a joke. Its original members were 
Kreuger; his doting father; Paul Toll, who was busy with 
the building business; and two other old Kreuger buddies, 
Nils Ahlstrom and Erik Sjostrom. Ahlstrom did virtually 
nothing, and Sjostrom, another of Kreuger's Kalmar school 
mates, ran the real-estate end of the business at Kreuger's 
bidding. No board member was ever really consulted about 
anything. In 1919, for example, Kreuger & Toll's profits 
leaped from approximately one million dollars to nearly a 
million and three quarters, and Kreuger declared a fine divi 
dend of twenty-five per cent. Two thirds of the year's 
profits were set down simply as earnings on "various trans 
actions/' Each year when the board met before the annual 
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report was to be issued, Sjostrom later testified, "Kreuger 
would come in briskly, make a short speech about the situa 
tion, announce the net gains and how they were to t>e di 
vided among the subsidiaries, tell us what was to be kept in 
the reserve fund and describe how fresh capital was to be 
obtained by new share issues. That was all. The whole per 
formance only took a few minutes and there were never 
any objections." Ultimately Sjostrom, who went out of his 
mind, couldn't even remember whether he had been on the 
boards of various subsidiaries indeed, Kreuger had an in 
teresting habit of putting people on his boards without tell 
ing them. 

By 1920 Kreuger & Toll had financial interests in a small 
film company, in a mortgage bank, and in a railway com 
pany as well as in large amounts of real estate and in other 
enterprises its portfolio was atypically Swedish in its di 
versity, totaling about a dozen different investments. If the 
board members had a vague idea of what Kreuger was do 
ing at home or elsewhere in Scandinavia, none of them 
knew immediately of an important new venture he had be 
gun in America. Late in 1919, with his old friend Anders 
Jordahl, Kreuger went to New York his first trip there 
since 1907 and formed a holding company called Amer 
ican Kreuger & Toll. The initial capital of some six million 
dollars was represented by shares to that value in the Swe 
dish Match Company, which ostensibly came from Kreu- 
ger's personal match holdings or from shares in Swedish 
Match owned by Kreuger & Toll. In any case, the transfers 
went totally unrecorded in any books. This was one of the 
earliest examples of how Kreuger kept the interrelated af 
fairs of his various companies in his head, either, as one of 
the investigating accountants afterward wrote, because he 
"forgot," or because he "did not desire to inform the book- 
keeper[s] about them." Americans were just beginning to 
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be interested in the post-war European real-estate boom, 
and one of the chief purposes of American Kreuger & Toll 
was to buy real estate there and sell it at a profit. As a result 
of some of the deals American Kreuger & Toll arranged, 
Kreuger was able to get part of his tied-up money out of 
Germany at the going rather than the real rate of exchange. 

American Kreuger & Toll was also designed, according 
to Jordahl, "to give Kreuger the fresh foothold he wanted 
in the States," and "we soon had stock in various new com 
panies that were supposed to work up any likely business 
that came along." There were, among other things, a chem- 
ical-and-pharmaceutical import firm, a cigarette-packaging 
concern, a company that traded in cutlery and surgical in 
struments, a real-estate brokerage, a general investment busi 
ness, and something called the Midwest Steel and Supply 
Company, of Bradford, Pennsylvania, which was princi 
pally engaged in importing air filters from Germany. Jor 
dahl, who got a salary of twelve thousand dollars a year 
plus seven thousand for expenses, scurried around carrying 
out Kreuger's orders, and every now and then he would get 
a notification from a bank that such and such a sum, often 
a large amount, had been deposited in the name of American 
Kreuger & Toll or one of its subsidiaries by some company 
abroad Jordahl had never heard of. Kreuger was beginning 
to proliferate on a large scale, and one of the truly secret 
things he did during this 1919-20 trip to America so se 
cret that not even Jordahl knew of it until much later was 
to purchase through a private intermediary, his first block 
of shares in the important Diamond Match Company. It 
never became clear just where he got the cash for this pur 
chase, but it undoubtedly came from one of his successful 
personal speculations, perhaps from his gamble in dollars, 
which may already have begun to pay off. 

Back in Stockholm, no one could have guessed the extent 
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to which Kreuger was already wheeling and dealing abroad. 
He made a particular point of conducting himself in Swe 
den as a careful, conservative businessman, reserving his 
consciously acquired dash and flare for his foreign ventures. 
The working nucleus of the Swedish Match Company was 
made up, in addition to Kreuger and Littorin, of only two 
other men Carl Bergman, an engineer who had known 
Kreuger at the university and met him again in America in 
1907, and a young man named Berndt Hay, whose father 
was head of the Jonkoping- Vulcan group of match fac 
tories. The four ate lunch together every day, and as Berg 
man, like Kreuger, was a bachelor, the two sometimes spent 
evenings together. "We never left the office before seven," 
Bergman, still hale and hearty in his eighties in Stockholm, 
recalled forty years later. "Ivar's whole life, as far as I could 
tell, was his work, and he often told me so, adding that the 
match company was his only child. I remember him saying, 
'Most people throw off their work at five o'clock, but I'm 
at my best after that. That's when I most like to sit down 
and plan.' Sometimes he'd ask me to his place for a frugal 
dinner too frugal as far as I was concerned, and I was al 
ways hungry when we got up, but the wine was excellent. 
Occasionally we'd go on to the theater, and when he de 
cided not to talk about business he could be the most fas 
cinating man and speak amiably about many things. His 
amiability was never boisterous, and very often it wasn't 
even the sort that invites response. There was always an in 
ner reserve about him. Even when he wasn't conversing, he 
seemed to be deep in his thoughts. There was an odd air 
of greatness about Ivar. I think he could get people to do 
anything. They fell for him, they couldn't resist his pe 
culiar charm and magnetism. That was his secret, his psy 
chological quality of leadership, his extraordinary intuition, 
He could grasp things immediately. Above all, there was a 
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look about him that made a difference. I saw J. P. Morgan's 
eyes many times in New York. They were like fire coals. 
But Ivar's eyes were not like that. They had another qual 
ity. Though small and narrow, they seemed capable, if he 
desired, of looking right through you/' 



CHAPTER 3 



America 
the Bountiful 



KREUGER'S TRIP to America in 1919, when he set up his sub 
sidiary to Kreuger & Toll, was more than just another for 
eign venture. It was the start of his new and permanent re 
lationship with this country which would ultimately prove 
so disastrous to himself and to everyone concerned. At the 
moment, however, the romance between Kreuger and New 
York, the financial heart of the nation, was about to flour 
ish. He had already come to feel more at home there than 
anywhere else outside of Sweden. The city's appeal lay in 
its very size and in the fact that it off ered him anonymity. 
It seemed ready to accept him, almost as soon as he started 
making a name for himself, on his own terms, and he was 
able to find in it a psychological incognito that matched 
the physical incognito he had begun to use when he trav 
eled. Beyond its sophistication, New York provided a sym 
bolism that suited him admirably. The symbolic aspect had 
to do with wealth and power, jointly acquired. Already 
operating above the battle, Kreuger had begun to plot and 
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think and act on a detached, presentimental plane. In Stock 
holm he was expected to respond to people and events in 
ordinary human terms, demonstrating fancies and foibles 
like anyone else. In New York, on the other hand, there 
was a less personal and far more pragmatic reaction to the 
unique, many-faceted, and diversified young Swede who 
walked softly but so obviously carried a big wallet. On 
more than one occasion Kreuger was to remark that the 
Americans understood him better than his fellow Swedes. 
Certainly no one had a keener, more instinctive compre 
hension of what the Americans wanted and of how far they 
would go to get it. The attraction for everybody was easy 
money, and in the fall of 1922, when once again he arrived 
here, the big post-war boom in Wall Street was just getting 
under way. 

For Kreuger, the situation was particularly attractive, 
America was eager to lend dollars abroad at high interest 
rates. Europeans wanted them, and Kreuger would see that 
they got them to his own corollary advantage. The situa 
tion on the Continent, in the wake of the Versailles Treaty, 
was growing increasingly serious. Before the war Germany 
had been a central support for the European economic sys 
tem. The nation's neighbors had traded heavily with her 
and, in numerous cases, had looked to her for the capital for 
their own commercial and industrial development; it was 
no exaggeration to say that the high standard of living in 
most of Europe had been the result of German economic 
strength and efficiency. The organization of the Continental 
economy, however, had been complicated and delicately 
balanced, supported as it was by German coal, iron, and 
transport, and by the importation of food and raw ma 
terials from abroad. Thus, Germany's loss of her colonies 
and her merchant fleet at Versailles was a blow that became 
immediately serious to the whole of Europe. Her heavy 
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reparations obligations made her recovery all the more dif 
ficult, if not impossible. 

Further, the Balkanization of Europe by the peace treaty, 
creating thirty-four separate political units out of twenty- 
five, set up a whole new series of unworkable units, ag 
gravated by ethnic differences. Vast population groups, al 
ready sorely stricken by the destruction and deprivation of 
war, were now left floating in a vacuum, with their internal 
productivity almost nonexistent, their transport systems 
broken apart, and no supplies coming, as before, from over 
seas. The efficiency of labor was at a low ebb and millions 
were out of work; the soil was exhausted because of war 
time neglect, and a revolutionary ground swell in a number 
of nations, new and old, was brewing fresh trouble. Finally, 
widespread inflation was destroying the commercial assets 
that remained intact, and even where goods could be pro 
duced, the breakdown of the European currency system in 
hibited their sale. As Keynes wrote in his classic The Eco 
nomic Consequences of the Peace, "The inflationism of the 
currency systems of Europe has proceeded to extraordinary 
lengths. The various belligerent governments, unable, or too 
timid or too short-sighted to secure from loans or taxes the 
resources they required, have printed notes for the balance. 
In Russia and Austria-Hungary this process has reached a 
point where for the purposes of foreign trade the currency 
is practically valueless. The Polish mark can be bought for 
about three cents and the Austrian crown for less than two 
cents, but they cannot be sold at all. The German mark is 
worth less than four cents on the exchanges. . . . The cur 
rency of Italy has fallen to a little more than half of its 
nominal value in spite of its being still subject to some de 
gree of regulation; French currency maintains an uncertain 
market; and even sterling is seriously diminished in present 
value and impaired in its future prospects." Keynes also 
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noted: "We are thus faced in Europe with the spectacle of 
an extraordinary weakness on the part of the great capitalist 
class, which has emerged from the industrial triumphs of 
the nineteenth century, and seemed a very few years ago 
our all-powerful master." 

In this atmosphere, as the fluctuating value of Continental 
currencies brought a new class of ruthless speculator to 
the fore, the Swedish capital exporter and his Swiss coun 
terpart appeared as del ex machina. Before the war Sweden 
had been a rather unimportant country economically, de 
spite its considerable national wealth. Now, overnight, it 
loomed as one of the few exporters of capital. Swedish 
businessmen, moreover, had always been known for their 
high standard of ethics. At the top of the list was Ivar 
Kreuger. On a scale that would seem to give him his great 
est stature, he would single-handedly try to create some de 
gree of economic and financial order in the years ahead. If 
his methods were not always aboveboard, his larger vision 
remained Napoleonic in scope, and he often said he thought 
Napoleon was history's foremost figure. As the Emperor 
used men in battle, moving them grandly if overweeningly, 
across Europe, so the financier used the dollars he raised like 
mercenaries in America, and by distributing nearly four 
hundred million of them loftily, if overgenerously, among 
fifteen different countries, he did his considerable bit to pro 
mote economic and monetary reform and unity in the crit 
ical period of post-war readjustment. In this sense, he could 
be said to have anticipated the much later Marshall Plan. It 
is ironic that much of the money he lent in return for his 
match monopolies would be applied to good purposes 
that Greece, for example, spent the five million dollars it 
borrowed from Kreuger to repatriate a million and a half 
refugees from Turkey, Macedonia, Bulgaria, and Hungary 
and that, using American funds as a private person, he 
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did what the American government and bankers refused 
to do themselves as the twenties moved on: lend any more 
abroad directly. There is added irony in the fact that revo 
lutionary programs of land reform in Hungary, Latvia, and 
Estonia were largely paid for by Kreuger dollars obtained 
in capitalistic Wall Street. 

In siphoning off so many millions from the eager and 
gullible American public, Rreuger's success, on both an al 
truistic and a nefarious plane, was made possible by the 
penchant of Americans for evading taxes by transferring or 
leaving capital gains abroad and by lax methods of account 
ing which allowed him, as a free-wheeling operator, to shift 
huge funds to Europe and move them at will from one place 
to another. It was part of the money-mad mood that Wall 
Street's carelessness in guarding the dispersal of its corporate 
funds was an open invitation for someone to come along 
and fool it, just as it was fooling thousands of Americans 
with exaggerated claims of how easily profits could be made 
through speculation. As a foreigner whose companies were 
not subject to American rules and regulations, loose as they 
were, the polite and soft-spoken Kreuger, supposed exem 
plar of a nation known for its honest" ways, was a perfect 
man for hoodwinking Wall Street. In the overblown era 
of financial fantasy, he soon became the tallest representa 
tive of the illusory belief that the more money was spent, 
the more there was to be made; that vast stock issues, pyr 
amided one upon the other through holding companies, led 
to proliferated plenty, to an endless rush of dollars pouring 
out of a fabled cornucopia. While he was all but deified as 
the greatest of financial wizards, his methods grew more and 
more fraudulent; while he kept the Americans happy with 
record-breaking dividends that allayed their curiosity about 
what was actually happening to the money they were hand 
ing over to him so profligately, most of their capital would 
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disappear in the fantastic maze of real and make-believe 
companies and banks he established and ran so autocratically 
in Europe. 

: 2 : 

Sooner or later, then, simply because there was so much 
more money in America than anywhere else, Kreuger was 
bound to approach the banks and investment houses of New 
York. But there was a special reason for his return to New 
York in 1922. Not only had Sweden become too small for 
him, but he already had overextended himself there, and 
certain influential persons were aware of it. By this time he 
had successfully put out stock issues totaling forty-five mil 
lion kroner in Swedish Match and twenty-eight million in 
Kreuger & Toll (in dollar terms this was less than it would 
have been earlier, for the kroner had fallen from a pre-war 
rate averaging 3.70 to the dollar in 1914 to a 5.70 rate in 
1920), but there were indications that he was increasingly 
engaging in peculiar if not shady practices. In the first place, 
he was claiming a greater volume of business than he was 
actually doing, and in a confidential memorandum a gov 
ernment banking inspector had noted that Swedish Match's 
assertion of having doubled its pre-war rate of export was 
exaggerated by at least half. Secondly, to bolster such dec 
larations and make it appear that nothing was so good as 
Swedish Match stock, Kreuger was quietly supporting the 
market in his own securities. Lastly, and most importantly, 
in his search for new capital to carry on his foreign-expan 
sion program, he had overborrowed in Sweden to the point 
where the banks would no longer finance him. Not long 
ago, while admitting that he spoke from hindsight, Jacob 
Wallenberg, who as head of the powerful Enskilda Bank in 
Stockholm is one of the most highly esteemed bankers in 
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the world today, remarked to the author that he had "dis 
trusted the Kreuger set-up from way back." "Kreuger 
came to see me one day in 192 1," Wallenberg recalled, "and 
his behavior then gave me the impression that something was 
wrong. A year later, when the Svenskehandelsbanken, with 
which he was doing business, was in trouble it was dur 
ing a post-war banking crisis we were asked to help out, 
and we discovered exactly, in the course of our investiga 
tions, what he owed that bank and several others in Swe 
den. His position very definitely was not what a careful 
banker would call a sound one." 

These were very private matters, and the bankers and in 
vestment counselors of Wall Street knew nothing about 
them among Swedish bankers it might have been consid 
ered a violation of the trust they had so far placed in Kreu 
ger if the news of his difficulties at home had been pub 
licized abroad. American bankers and investment men 
actually knew few details of Kreuger's operations in Europe. 
He surely knew more about their methods and desires. Not 
only was his English fairly fluent as a result of his previous 
experience here, but he also knew how to conduct business 
in the American style, adjusting himself to an atmosphere 
that was alternately serious and convivial, wherein confi 
dence, which he was such a born master at creating, was the 
constant key. Though withdrawn and often purposefully 
silent, he could banter beautifully when he wanted to, and 
when the ship-news reporters flocked aboard the Berengaria 
at quarantine to interview the mysterious Swedish match 
king upon his arrival, he was ready with quips and quota 
tions. When someone asked him jokingly if he had a match, 
he smiled and no public-relations expert could have set it 
up better replied that he was sorry but, oddly enough, he 
never seemed to have one with him. He left no doubt, 
though, that, having established himself all over Europe 
and, upon demand, he rattled off the list of countries he 
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had come to America to talk about matches and to offer his 
securities on the local market, with a promise of high re 
turns. 

Over the next month or so Kreuger spoke with a number 
of bankers and investment men in Wall Street, almost all 
of whom responded enthusiastically and with high anticipa 
tion. His Continental manner and bearing were polished, 
and there was a tone of conviction in everything he said. He 
was always immaculately, if somewhat somberly, dressed, 
and he usually carried a cane and wore a dark homburg that 
covered a balding head for several years he had fought a 
losing battle, with all sorts of apparatus and treatments, to 
save his hair. His naturally high brow gave him an intellec 
tual look that his other features, especially his calmly ap 
praising, deep-set, and rather mocking gray-green eyes, ac 
centuated. He had a strange pallid skin that seemed oddly 
porous and that made his face look fuller than it was. Be 
neath high cheekbones his mouth was contracted in repose 
almost to a purse, and when he spoke it formed a small 
grimace which, while not particularly attractive, implied 
a special concentration. His fine flow of words and ob 
viously great knowledge of finance he also knew a lot of 
history and was generally well read made an excellent im 
pression, and not the least of his attributes was what seemed 
to be a genuine modesty. 

The result was that Kreuger soon succeeded in doing 
exactly what he had started out to do have himself sought 
out, rather than do the seeking. Among those who ap 
proached him were Frederic W. Allen, a partner in the 
highly respected private banking firm of Lee, Higginson 
& Co., and Donald Durant, head of its syndicating depart 
ment. Originating in Boston in 1 848, this firm had played a 
prominent role in the promotion of some of the country's 
leading railroads and mines, and also of such business giants 
as General Motors, the American Telephone & Telegraph 
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Company, and the General Electric Corporation. Allen and 
Durant had been introduced to Kreuger through a young 
Swedish stockbroker named Gustav Lagerkrantz, who knew 
some members of Higginson & Co., a London subsidiary of 
the American firm, and had come to America to learn more 
about the brokerage business. Like everyone else, the two 
Lee, Higginson officers found Kreuger as persuasive as he 
was charming, especially when he spoke about matches and 
the limitless possibilities of profit through iron-clad control 
of their production, price, and distribution. 

Kreuger's greatest gift was his phenomenal ability to play 
upon the mood of his victims, to gauge exactly how and 
why they would react to something, and he knew how 
much most Americans loved to project in large figures. To 
Allen and Durant, his logic seemed irrefutable when he 
spoke of millions of matches being constantly struck and 
pointed out what a difference it would make if a few less 
matchsticks were placed in a box that cost a penny more. 
Knowing very well how a trust worked and how earnings 
could mount in such a mammoth undertaking, the two pri 
vate bankers responded as if they themselves were matches 
that had just been lit. Having ignited them, however, Kreu 
ger, himself now fired by the tremendous possibilities he 
saw in the stock market, made his first smart move in his 
role as a superior American confidence man. He let his two 
listeners glow with enthusiasm while he sailed back to Lon 
don, where he made a deal with their English counterparts, 
Higginson & Co., to handle four million dollars' worth of a 
new ten-million-dollar issue that doubled the amount of 
common stock in Swedish Match. 

Kreuger was so anxious to make the company an inter 
national concern and to get good conservative British money 
into it for prestige purposes that he gave Higginson & Co. 
an extremely generous and confidential rebate it paid 
twenty dollars a share for the new stock as compared to the 
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thirty dollars that brokers in Sweden had to pay and the 
difference was debited to Ivar Kreuger personally. This 
was to become a typical maneuver. Henceforth, in order to 
eliminate certain assets or liabilities from the books of his 
companies because he didn't want anyone to know about 
them, or to create false assets, or to facilitate the shifting of 
debits and credits from company to company without any 
explanation of what they really represented, Kreuger con 
ducted a great amount of business by channeling them 
through his own account. Ten years later, when the ac 
countants of Price, Waterhouse & Co. tried to unravel the 
mess, they wrote that the effect of what he had done in his 
own name "has naturally been to convert what should have 
been a straightforward record of Ivar Kreuger's indebted 
ness . . . into a confused mass of figures, the balance of 
which . . . is entirely meaningless." 

Having made his British move, a highly impressive dis 
play of public financing which bolstered his reputation all 
over the world, Kreuger began his private financial ma 
neuvers in an equally bold if less fastidious fashion. From 
now on, while there would be a bona-fide aspect of his 
business for the world to see and admire, there would also 
be a steadily increasing amount of surreptitious activity 
conducted in a catacomb of subsidiaries, the great majority 
of which would be nothing more than mute manifestations 
of Ivar Kreuger himself, through which he would move 
some large amounts of actual cash but mostly huge fictitious 
debits and credits back and forth across borders, in and out 
of some real but mostly phony banks, and, in effect, from 
one pocket of his corporate suit to another. And while he 
populated his real structure with impressive persons, such 
as Donald Durant and his principal Swedish banker and in 
timate friend, Rydbeck, he would also inject into his largely 
unreal maze, like settlers from a land of make-believe, all 
sorts of strange and questionable and frequently bizarre 
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figures who, unknown to the men of position, and often un 
known even to one another, would act as glorified mes 
senger boys and pliable yes-men to the Midas-like match 
king. 

One of the first of these darkling fellows was a f air-haired 
Swede named Bror Bredberg, a former stockbroker and 
shoe salesman in Stockholm. Bredberg had worked as far 
back as 1914 for Kreuger's brother, Torsten, who had been 
in both the shipping and match business on his own for a 
number of years and was now beginning to co-operate with 
his older brother on matches. In March 1923 Torsten Kreu- 
ger asked Bredberg to go to Zurich, at a good salary of four 
thousand dollars a year, to start and operate a subsidiary. 
In Switzerland Bredberg met another secret Kreuger agent, 
Walter Ahlstrom, who lived in Paris, where he had been 
Swedish consul general, and together they founded the first 
of Ivar Kreuger's fancily named shadow companies, Finanz 
Gesellschaf t fur die Industrie. Its capitalization of three and 
a half million dollars, in Swiss francs, was pledged by Swed 
ish Match and three related concerns, but as only twenty 
per cent of this amount had to be produced, Bredberg and 
Ahlstrom offered up two certified checks for 3,600,000 
Swiss francs. Ahlstrom was listed as chairman of the new 
firm. A few days later Torsten Kreuger showed up and the 
Graustarkian trio flitted to nearby Vaduz, the capital of the 
fanciful and convenient little Duchy of Liechtenstein, 
where for an annual fee of as little as forty dollars a year a 
foreign corporation could establish a subsidiary, attribute to 
it as many parent assets as it wished, and be subject to no 
further corporate or income taxes, either there or anywhere 
else. In this happy fiduciary cove, transferring part of the 
same money that had been applied to the launching of the 
Zurich company, the three men started Union Industrie 
A. G., capitalized at a million and a half dollars. 

Bredberg became the manager and sole member of Union 
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Industrie's board, and thereafter he took orders unquestion- 
ingly from Ivar Kreuger on running it and several other 
companies he established in central Europe. He began by 
listing as an asset an item of one and a half million dollars 
which he was told represented the value of some real estate 
bought in Berlin. A few months later Kreuger sent him the 
note of someone called E. H. Lehmann for three and a half 
million dollars, which was supposed to be the price agreed 
on for the sale of this and other real estate in Germany, and 
was to carry an interest charge of twelve per cent a year. 
Bredberg never saw the deeds for any of these properties, 
nor could he ever track down the mysterious Lehmann to 
send him yearly interest bills Kreuger kept saying he 
would handle the matter himself. It later became obvious 
that, though Lehmann may have existed and Kreuger may 
have done some business with him, there was no transaction 
of the size outlined to Bredberg and that, though the prop 
erties, or at least some of them, were real, the principal pur 
pose of the "sale" as reported by Kreuger was simply to 
build up a false profit on Union Industrie's books. By 1931 
this "asset" had mounted to six and a half million dollars 
and by then Kreuger had "sold" what was probably the 
same real estate and buildings to several other companies 
and listed the profits on their books as a means of inflating 
their value and thus attracting still more capital 

From time to time Kreuger would pop into Zurich and 
give Bredberg instructions as to what should be credited to 
Union Industrie, which put up a semblance of being a 
mighty busy company. Occasionally he would actually 
deposit some securities, but more often he would inform 
Bredberg by mail that securities or notes to the credit of the 
concern had been deposited elsewhere. Each year, when 
the annual report was due, Bredberg would entrain for 
Stockholm to confer with Kreuger and Anton Wendler, 
who was the obedient accountant for Kreuger & Toll. 
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Bredberg would then take the completed company books 
back to Zurich and show them to an accountant named E. 
Hess, who had been "elected" by the "shareholders" to cer 
tify them. The amenable Dr. Hess would cursorily com 
pare what the books said to what was in Union Industrie's 
bank vault, and if there happened to be a discrepancy Bred- 
berg would get a personal pledge from Kreuger for the 
difference. 

Kreuger formed these two companies which, typically, 
were used in the manner of open-end tubes through which 
he passed assets and liabilities back and forth whenever he 
wanted to create a particular situation as a test of how 
easy or hard it was to get such concerns going. Having 
found out that it was simple, he took personal charge of 
creating a corporation that became one of the two prin 
cipal sieves through which the millions of dollars raised in 
America and a good many of Kreuger's other assets slowly 
disappeared. This was the Continental Investment Corpo 
ration, a firm whose mellifluous, broad-sounding title was 
bound to appeal to the Americans and serves as a fine ex 
ample of Kreuger's talent as a nomenclator. Helping him 
with Continental was a young, Swiss-born, naturalized 
American citizen named Ernst A. Hoffman, who had been 
working in a bank in New York when Kreuger hired him 
through a want ad in June 1923. Apparently, though there 
is no record of the voyage, as Kreuger no longer allowed 
his name to appear on a ship's passenger list, he made a 
quick trip that spring to America. 

Hoffman's virtues included good looks, a sharp financial 
mind that, like Kreuger's, was not averse to taking dubious 
short cuts, and the ability to speak several languages. Kreu 
ger sent him right off to Switzerland to look into the 
possibilities of starting a Swiss holding company, which he 
told Hoffman was needed, in view of the generally uncertain 
condition of the European currency market, to centralize 
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his match operations. Hoffman shortly wired that he 
thought the prospects looked better in Liechtenstein, where 
upon Kreuger came down to Vaduz and, after conferring 
with the entire Liechtenstein Parliament of thirteen, known 
as the "Court of Commerce," was given a ten-year agree 
ment under which he promised to form a local concern cap 
italized at twelve million dollars, or sixty million Swiss 
francs. To create Continental, Kreuger promptly produced 
a million francs in cash, nine million in checks, and the re 
maining fifty million in the form of a personal guarantee as 
head of Swedish Match he had the right to do this without 
consulting any of the other directors. Hoffman originally 
was the sole member of Continental's board, but a year or 
so later Kreuger became its president and appointed, as a 
third board member, his closest friend and associate, the 
bland and obliging Krister Littorin, from Stockholm. Like 
all of Kreuger's special companies, Continental, which alone 
was to mulct the Americans of eighty-eight million dollars, 
was small and cozy. 



: 3 : 

Now Kreuger was ready to return to America and deal with 
the eager gentlemen of Lee, Higginson & Co. They wel 
comed him cordially, and in November 1923 they joined 
him in forming the International Match Corporation 
(IMCO), a Delaware concern whose purpose was to ac 
quire certain assets of the match syndicate. Some of these 
were to be held directly and some by Continental, which 
was declared to be a wholly owned IMCO subsidiary that 
was to act as a go-between with Swedish Match and was to 
be a repository for joint profits, thereby avoiding taxation 
both in America and Sweden. IMCO was capitalized ini 
tially at nearly thirty million dollars. Swedish Match was 
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credited with being the nominal owner of just over half of 
its million shares of stock, with a Swedish bank syndicate 
getting the rest. Though Kreuger told Donald Durant, who 
henceforth became his principal contact with Lee, Higgin- 
son, that he intended to have his world match profits "about 
equally divided between IMCO and Swedish Match," 
Durant later admitted that there was never any contract to 
this effect and that it was understood from the outset that 
IMCO's main purpose was to bring American capital into 
the match trust, "thereby giving the concern a broader 
basis for an extensive program of expansion." Durant and 
two Lee, Higginson partners one of them was Percy 
Rockefeller, a nephew of John D., and a man who was also 
much taken with Kreuger were on the IMCO board, 
along with some other prominent American businessmen 
whom Kreuger found peculiarly satisfactory because, on 
the one hand, they lent prestige to the undertaking and, on 
the other, they knew next to nothing about the match busi 
ness. The real power was held by an executive committee 
of three in Sweden, which consisted of Littorin, Carl Berg 
man, another old Kreuger crony who had been in on the 
ground floor of the match business, and, of course, Kreuger 
himself. 

Within a short time Kreuger had the IMCO bylaws 
amended to give him, as president, "special powers to make 
and enter into all contracts on behalf of the corporation, to 
execute any and all instruments of transfer of any part of 
the personal property of the corporation." This gave him 
complete freedom to do what he wanted with the dollars 
the Americans now began literally to pour into his lap, 
starting at the end of 1923 when a fifteen-million-dollar 
issue of twenty-year, six-and-a-half-per-cent gold deben 
tures was offered to the public at 94^ and was quickly sold 
out. Of the proceeds, some $12,200,000 was transferred im 
mediately by Kreuger to Continental in Vaduz, where it 
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was credited by him to the account of a company with an 
other odd tide, A. B. Russia, a dummy concern that was 
nothing but a cover for a private Kreuger savings account. 
A. B. Russia made no mention in its books of owing Con 
tinental any such amount in fact, though it was listed by 
Continental as a chief debtor, it never acknowledged any 
obligations to Continental, even though Continental kept 
pretending to lend it large monthly sums at a high rate of 
interest, using it, in other words, as a means of manufactur 
ing false interest profits. Once the American proceeds of 
the IMCO stock issue were in his personal control, through 
A. B. Russia, Kreuger used part of them to pay off the 
Swedish members of the banking group that had got him 
started in the match business by lending him money to buy 
factories in Europe. 

Kreuger once defined gratitude as "the feeling one has 
that one can get more from the same source," and it didn't 
take him long to be persuaded that he would be able to get 
just about as much money abroad as he wanted. Early in 
1924 he came up with the first of several securities gim 
micks: Swedish Match B shares. In contrast to A shares, 
which had full voting rights and by law had to be held in 
Sweden, B shares represented one one-thousandth voting 
rights per share but had the same face value and dividend 
rights as the A shares. Eventually, through this and similar 
devices, Kreuger controlled his six-hundred-million-dollar 
match empire with shares of his own which totaled less than 
one per cent of the total. As he had done before, he tried 
out his new certificates in England, where they were gob 
bled up, and then threw them onto other world exchanges. 
He was no longer worried about being overextended in 
Sweden, figuring that he could easily pay off what he owed 
there by floating new foreign issues. 

"You Swedes are blockheads," he told a friend. "You 
haggle about giving me money, but when I get off the boat 
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in New York I find men on the pier begging me to take 
money off their hands." 

It was unfortunately true, and between 1923 and its bank 
ruptcy in 1932, IMCO alone sold $148,500,000 worth of se 
curities to the American public, and all but four and a half 
million of the total was transferred by Kreuger to Europe 
and disposed of in one way or another. Kreuger always 
gave a convincing explanation of where all the money was 
to go. In 1926, for example, when a block of IMCO shares 
netted nearly twenty-two million dollars he declared that 
this money would be used for "transactions in Greece, Por 
tugal, Algiers, Norway and Manila," none of which took 
place, though the funds were used in part for some other 
match purchases. Meetings of the IMCO board in New 
York, according to Samuel Pryor of Lee, Higginson & Co., 
were always "expressions of implicit faith in Mr. Kreuger," 
and, as for allocation of profits, "We depended on the 
equity of Mr. Kreuger's judgments." From time to time 
American members of the IMCO board visited Kreuger in 
Stockholm, and he always managed to entertain them so 
graciously that they were more bewitched by him than 
ever. When Percy Rockefeller returned from one of these 
trips to Kreugerland, he told his fellow directors in New 
York: "I have never been more impressed by anything than 
by this organization. It seems almost too good to be true. 
We are fortunate indeed to be associated with Ivar 
Kreuger." 

Though IMCO had its own accountant, a taciturn Swede 
named Ben Tomlinson, and though its books were inspected 
annually by the top-flight accounting firm of Ernst & 
Ernst, they never consisted of anything more than what 
Tomlinson was ordered by Kreuger to draw up. In the 
twenties, in contrast to what is now required under the 
regulations of the Securities and Exchange Commission, for 
eign companies whose affiliates sold securities here were not 
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required to submit their books to examination by certified 
accountants. In the case of IMCO, it was later brought out 
that none of the books or balance sheets of any of the for 
eign companies it dealt with or "controlled" were ever seen 
in America, and the directors never even knew just what 
their company's earnings were. As regularly as clockwork, 
however, Kreuger saw to it that just enough funds were 
transferred from Europe each quarter to pay IMCO's divi 
dends due on stock issued here, and the transfer would 
usually be made via its chief subsidiary in Europe, Conti 
nental. These payments were always depicted by Kreuger 
as being partial earnings from IMCO's European match en 
terprises, and they always averaged about $2,300,000 per 
quarter just sufficient to pay the dividends due with a little 
left over. 

During the receivership hearings on the Kreuger debacle, 
James N. Rosenberg, the counsel for IMCO, questioned 
Donald Durant about the degree to which IMCO and Lee, 
Higginson had placed their trust in Kreuger and his system, 
and the following colloquy took place: 

Q: . . . Did it ever strike your mind that there was 
anything calling for inquiry or study in that regularity 
in the amount of [IMCO] earnings? 
A: The reason, I understand, was not to bring into the 
parent corporation all the dividends and earnings from 
the subsidiaries. By not bringing the earnings into the 
parent corporation each time, but keeping them in the 
subsidiaries, it was not necessary to pay an income tax 
on earnings which were not brought into the country. 
Q: And it was because of that general scheme that it 
never aroused any suspicion or wonder? 
A: That is right. 

Q: Did you ever go back of the Ernst & Ernst quar 
terly reports? 
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A: We relied upon them. 

Q: You accepted these things without going to the 

original source? 

A: Yes, we relied on Ernst & Ernst. 

Q: And you knew, of course, did you not, that Ernst 

& Ernst in turn relied blindly on what was cabled over 

from Europe? 

A: I don't know what Ernst & Ernst relied on. 

When A. D. Berning, the Ernst & Ernst accountant who 
handled IMCO, was questioned, he made it clear that, while 
he was called upon each year to make "merely a qualified 
statement of opinion as to the audits of the subsidiaries" 
abroad based on the summaries of Kreuger's own account 
ants he tried on several occasions to persuade Durant and 
other IMCO directors to allow Ernst & Ernst to pursue such 
matters further. "As far as I could see, Kreuger & Toll had 
no American accountants or English auditors," Berning 
noted, "and naturally being desirous of expanding the busi 
ness of our own firm, we thought this was a proper part of 
the picture for us to take care of." But, as Durant put it 
afterwards, "Kreuger & Toll was the leading company in 
Sweden, and Sweden did not relish having foreign account 
ants come in and look over its affairs." 

The man who really ran the IMCO show in its early days 
was the Swiss-American jack-of -all-trades Ernst Hoffman. 
In addition to being director, secretary, and accountant of 
Continental, Hoffman was also secretary of IMCO and an 
officer of three other Kreuger corporations in America, two 
of which were established to help buy up match factories in 
and around Poland. Successful as Kreuger had been, he had 
from the start been subject to certain competitive difficul 
ties. In Finland and in Czechoslovakia, for instance, fractious 
elements had refused to co-operate with him, but his 
brother, Torsten, had managed to compromise the disputes. 
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The stubborn Poles were the next to raise a ruckus, and it 
was a more serious one that demanded a longer-range solu 
tion. There was always a certain jealousy between Torsten 
and Ivar Kreuger, and it partly had to do with credit for 
conceiving the idea of obtaining match monopolies de jure 
as well as de -facto in order to remove, once and for all, any 
competition. 

The first such legal monopoly was the Polish one, and it 
was arranged by Torsten in October 1925. Though he 
profited personally from it more than Ivar, he had to get 
money from his brother to implement it. Ivar put up six 
million dollars, part of which he had raised in America. 
This was lent to the Poles at seven-per-cent interest in re 
turn for a monopoly in the manufacture of matches. Ten 
Polish factories, including a couple the Kreugers already 
owned, were amalgamated, and the combine was then, in 
effect, rented to the Kreugers for twenty years, after which 
the Poles were to own all the properties. During the monop 
oly period the income from the business was shared by 
Swedish Match and IMCO, but the monopoly was regarded 
as one of those belonging to IMCO. 

If Torsten deserves the credit for devising this primary 
plan, it was Ivar who worked out the details of the unique 
formula that became the basis of other monopoly agree 
ments which eventually embraced twenty-four countries 
around the world. It was a formula so seemingly foolproof, 
as Kreuger outlined it for the special benefit of his Amer 
ican friends, that it could not help luring hordes of investors. 
In each country, either Swedish Match, IMCO, or a subsid 
iary of one or the other administered the state-created mo 
nopoly and paid a regular royalty to the state treasury. The 
proceeds of the royalty were used to secure a Kreuger loan 
to the government, and the amount of the loan was so cal 
culated that the amount of the royalty payable to the gov 
ernment each year covered the annual debt services and 
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gave the government a profit margin of from twenty-five to 
fifty per cent. As match consumption increased, the royal 
ties also went up, but while the government shared in the 
match profits, it could not actually take out any earnings 
until it paid off its interest obligations to Kreuger, plus what 
it owed on the principal of the loan. As Kreuger himself 
proudly pointed out once, in emphasizing the soundness 
and safety of the scheme, "It may even be said that the loan 
itself is nothing but an advance of future royalty pay 
ments." 

The arrangement benefited governments and saved many 
a regime from bankruptcy and political defeat, but did not 
always prove a blessing to ordinary people, who often had to 
spend more money for their matches than they had before 
Kreuger appeared on the scene. In some cases the use of any 
other than Swedish matches was forbidden as part of the 
monopoly deal Kreuger made, and a fine was imposed if 
"foreign" matches were brought into the country, with a 
reward offered to anyone who reported a violation of the 
ban. The result was that beggars sometimes went around 
asking visitors for a match; if the match wasn't a Swedish 
or a monopoly-sponsored one, the beggar would report this 
to the police and receive what amounted to an informer's 
payoff. 

There were thus some disadvantages as well as advan 
tages to Kreuger's match loans. The monopoly in Poland, 
for instance, was one of the most profitable ones for Kreu 
ger, and the government used its profits to good purpose, 
chiefly for flood relief in Upper Silesia, but the price of 
matches was raised so high that many people began splitting 
them in order to save a few pennies a week. Subsequently 
this happened elsewhere in eastern Europe too. 

As with so much else in the Kreugerian saga, it developed 
that there had been something crooked to go with something 
straight in Poland. On July 2, 1925, Kreuger supposedly 
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signed a secret agreement with Dr. Mar jam Glowacki, 
deputy director of the Polish Ministry of Finance, whereby 
a Dutch company impressively called N. V. Financeaelle 
Maatschappij Garanta was to have a highly profitable mo 
nopoly for the sale and distribution of matches in Poland 
to complement the newly established monopoly for match 
production. IMCO in New York agreed to finance Garanta 
by lending it seventeen million dollars on October i, 1925, 
and eight million more the following July. The total was to 
be repaid in thirty-two semi-yearly installments, and in 
terest payments, compounded at the munificent rate of 
twenty-four per cent in view of what Kreuger said would 
be exceptionally high profits, were to be made once a year. 

The stock in Garanta was to be held by Polish citizens, 
and the company, in addition to having all rights for retail 
distribution of matches in Poland, was to have title to cer 
tain other assets of the Polish match industry. Apparently 
Kreuger and Dr. Glowacki did work up some such deal, but 
it was never approved by the Polish Diet and nothing ever 
came of it. That didn't stop Kreuger from pretending it did, 
and he took advantage of the unimplemented agreement to 
get credits out of IMCO, which he booked in a way that 
helped him give an overblown picture of his match activ 
ities. 

Garanta was even "created" physically in the fall of 1925 
in Amsterdam, another favorite place for surreptitious 
wheeling and dealing because, as in Switzerland, there were 
no currency restrictions in Holland, no annual auditing of 
firms was required under Dutch law, and no taxes had to be 
paid on undistributed profits. After Kreuger had invented 
the Garanta name, he wrote to a prominent Dutch bank 
director and arranged to get the company a good banking 
address. Meanwhile, in New York, with the help of Lee, 
Higginson & Co., IMCO quickly sold a new issue of four 
hundred and fifty thousand shares in bullish Wall Street, 
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and of the twenty million dollars received, seventeen mil 
lion was supposedly earmarked for the first payment to 
Garanta, which had to be located in Holland, Kreuger ex 
plained in New York, because of "unsettled Polish political 
conditions." What followed is a perfect and prolonged ex 
ample of Kreuger's financial capers. Actually, IMCO never 
paid out any cash to Garanta. Instead, the IMCO directors 
in New York were led to believe that Swedish Match was 
handling the Garanta financing and that the seventeen mil 
lion representing the first and biggest payment to the Ams 
terdam company had been duly made by Swedish Match to 
wipe out a debt it owed IMCO. It was still IMCO's right, 
however, to list the amount as an asset owed it by Garanta, 
and as it never got any of this money back from Garanta or 
from Swedish Match, it ended up being out the seventeen 
million. IMCO did receive half a dozen interest payments 
on the debt, of about one million each, which helped pay 
dividends due American investors. Swedish Match made no 
cash payments to Garanta either, but pretended that it had. 
The whole thing, in other words, was an elaborate hocus- 
pocus that enabled Kreuger to pretend he had a big Polish 
distribution business in matches and, incidentally, to wipe 
out a book debt Swedish Match owed IMCO. 

The use of "suspense accounts" in private banks was an 
other favorite Kreuger device, and the investigating ac 
countants later concluded that it was the only really new 
ruse he developed. It enabled him to make an asset out of 
something that was either totally false or had not yet ma 
terialized in this case, even though it seemed doubtful that 
the Polish Diet ever would approve the Garanta contract, 
he could at least pretend to have hopes indefinitely. Mean 
while, he could go on creating the illusion that he was doing 
a vast Polish sales business to the benefit of the whole match 
trust but especially to IMCO's advantage, and it all looked 
bona fide because he saw to it personally that the interest 
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payments were kept up. Controlling so many companies 
that owed one another money as a result of different sets of 
transactions, Kreuger was easily able to keep shifting these 
multiple obligations around on a sort of barter basis, or on 
the basis of the swindler's classic borrowing from Peter to 
pay Paul. As he made all the arrangements himself, his ma 
nipulations were essentially a one-man show, but in order to 
keep up the pretense of having physical companies and 
physical sets of books, he needed simple dupes to sustain 
his masquerade. 

The Garanta dupe, as New York's late Mayor Fiorello 
H. LaGuardia would have said, was "a beaut." He was Karl 
Lange, an imposing-looking, elderly man with a white 
beard, and like a number of other lower-level Kreuger 
henchmen, he had been in trouble when Kreuger hired him 
in 1923. He had been fired from a bank in Stockholm (of 
which Kreuger was a director) after arranging a loan for 
himself through a cover. Kreuger gave him a confidential 
job boosting sales of stock in Sweden by offering brokers 
double commissions, and later sent him to work in Berlin. 
Lange was then deemed ready for his "big job" as head of 
Garanta. During the period of its incorporation in Amster 
dam, he opened a two-room office there, but this was 
quickly abandoned and Garanta thereafter consisted of 
nothing but a set of books that Lange, as the sole officer and 
employee, carried around with him from capital to capital 
as Kreuger directed. 

He got his first set of figures one evening in the fall of 
1925 when he went to Kreuger's apartment in Stockholm. 
Kreuger handed him a balance sheet and bluntly told him to 
sign it. In the only show of protest Lange ever displayed, he 
demurred momentarily and said he'd like to look it over 
first, as such huge sums were involved. Kreuger stared at 
him stonily, and when Lange murmured that it would be 
nice to know where all that money was going, Kreuger re- 
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plied that it was being spent secretly in Poland and shouldn't 
be talked about. "If you don't believe me, go to Poland and 
see for yourself," he said coldly. The bluff, as always, 
worked. Lange one of the Kreuger employees who later 
went to jail took out his pen and signed and never again 
questioned his master. 

Despite the huge sums that went through Garanta's books, 
Lange never handled any cash. When he asked Kreuger 
how to balance the seventeen million Garanta allegedly re 
ceived from IMCO via Swedish Match, Kreuger snapped: 
"Just debit it to me," which Lange promptly did. At the 
end, Garanta's books showed that it had received a total of 
$25,421,875 from IMCO and Swedish Match, all of which 
was entered as having been paid out to Kreuger and that 
was that. It could not be traced. 

Torsten Kreuger and others in the top echelon in Stock 
holm surmised that Garanta represented Kreuger's private 
fortune, which they figured he kept in Holland to avoid 
Swedish taxes. However, when Sigurd Hennig, the top 
Swedish Match accountant, asked about this one day, Kreu 
ger laughed and said it was nonsense, that Garanta did in 
fact own a lot of real estate and factories in Poland. This 
was an outright lie, but Hennig had to accept it and was 
satisfied. As for Lange, he later told the investigators sor 
rowfully: "To me, Kreuger was a great man, admired by 
the whole world, whose business genius and honesty were 
the pride of nations. He was the noblest man who ever lived, 
and his like was nowhere to be found." And then, to prove 
his faith, he recited a list of Kreuger stocks he owned, in 
cluding some shares he had bought only a few months be 
fore Kreuger's crash and death in March 1932. 

It was a mark of Kreuger's peculiar genius that he could 
keep the loyalty of a dozen undercover men such as Lange 
and at the same time retain that of the dozen highly sophis 
ticated and respected bankers and businessmen with whom 
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he worked, for the most part, above ground. He juggled 
the two groups beautifully. There was a third group. Be 
cause so much of Kreuger's business had to be carried 
on clandestinely not all nations willingly gave him con 
cessions or monopolies he sometimes had to buy his way 
into a position of prominence or power through fronts 
and dummies. The erratic political and economic weather 
in Europe during the twenties didn't make his operations 
any easier, and in seeking to win confidence Kreuger in 
variably had to move confidentially. As a consequence, the 
first question he would ask about any prospective employee 
was: "Can he keep a secret?" He was fond of quoting his 
own motto for success "Silence, more silence, and still 
more silence" and, in passing this on to his staff, he meant 
it to be more than just a nice business maxim; by sealing the 
lips of all his workers, he was able to keep to a minimum 
their knowledge of what was really taking place. As time 
went on, Kreuger became increasingly secretive about 
everything, his legitimate as well as his illegitimate enter 
prises. And as his unique economic and financial state be 
came a supranational entity of its own, affording him his 
most impressive role, he became more and more of a lone 
wolf. Gunnar Cedersch'iold, his chief Paris representative, 
afterward commented: " 'Uetat, Jest mo? applied to Ivar 
Kreuger as much as to Louis XIV. We assumed, all of us, 
that it was as natural for him to transfer assets from one 
company to another as it was for a King to send troops to 
whatever part of the empire he wished. And we all thought 
the King could do no wrong." 



CHAPTER 4 



Palaces 
and Plots 



LIKE CLUMPS of wild garlic, Kreuger match companies, 
holding companies, and shadow companies began to sprout 
and multiply by the mid-twenties, and Sweden's conserva 
tive banking and business community watched with admira 
tion and some degree of trepidation. Almost single-handedly, 
it seemed, Ivar Kreuger was turning Sweden into a front- 
rank financial power. Nothing, apparently, could stop him, 
and in 1926 "the match king" ordered work begun on a 
"palace" suitable to serve as "the seat" of his "far-flung em 
pire," to cite a few of the references in the press to his new 
corporate home. 

Located in the center of Stockholm, at No. 15 Vastra 
Tradgardsgatan (West Garden Street), the famous Match 
Palace was, and is, a beautifully designed, long, four-story 
building of pale marble and granite erected around a large, 
open courtyard. In the middle, one of the most graceful 
groups of the late Carl Milles shows a bronze figure of 
Diana wakening some forest creatures to life while a hind 
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and a boar watch from the sides. A portico of columns 
forms the approach to the court and is in turn entered from 
the narrow street outside through a fine pair of wrought- 
iron gates. From opposite ends of the portico, circular stairs 
ascend to the hundred and twenty-five offices. The tone of 
the entire building is one of simplicity of line and furnish 
ing, and the work of Sweden's foremost architects, artists, 
and designers went into it. 

Kreuger's second-floor office, paneled in rosewood and 
mahogany, contained a specially made, super-sensitive tele 
phone that enabled him, while walking around the room, to 
carry on a multiple conversation with his various directors. 
An elaborate system of signs in all parts of the building 
flashed the name of any top executive Kreuger wanted to 
reach, and red and green lights outside each director's office 
told whether the occupant was engaged or not a signal 
Kreuger himself obeyed as carefully as he expected it to be 
observed in his case. One of his pet devices was a world 
clock that showed the time in various cities of the world; 
its innumerable hands moved, not circularly, but from east 
to west, like the sun, across the top of the board. 

On the top floor was a sanctum called the "Silence Room," 
to which he occasionally retired when he didn't want to be 
bothered by anyone. Here he kept his most secret docu 
ments in a large safe. When a caller overstayed his time, 
Kreuger pressed a button under his desk which rang a bogus 
telephone, and then he pretended to accept a confidential 
long-distance call. (He also used this phone to impress such 
American visitors as Percy Rockefeller with pretended calls 
from leading European statesmen.) Probably the most beau 
tiful room in the building was the curved board room, with 
a curved table, both symmetrically following the semicir 
cular line of the interior courtyard below. Here, on a series 
of panels, Isaac Griinewald, one of Sweden's best-known 
artists, painted a composition called "Dawn," which, carry- 
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ing out a theme that appears elsewhere in the building, 
shows Prometheus emerging from a rainbow on a winged 
horse and rushing down to earth, bringing fire to man and 
bidding darkness flee. A popular Stockholm jest maintained 
that the central figure was really Ivar Kreuger and that the 
eager crowd represented greedy shareholders clamoring for 
even higher dividends than they were getting. 

The cool, softly lighted corridors of the Match Palace 
were so quiet that the building suggested an institution of 
learning or even a hospital rather than the hub of a vast in 
dustrial empire. Next door was the headquarters of Kreuger 
& Toll, but Kreuger carefully kept the two separate, and 
there was not even a connecting passageway. When he was 
not at his Stockholm offices, he was most apt to be in Berlin 
or Paris, and after 1925 he seemed to spend an increasing 
amount of his time in the French capital, where he regularly 
held conferences with his many Continental employees. 

As his principal confidant there, Cederschiold, the former 
journalist who was now working full-time for Kreuger, 
was in a position to observe him and his methods more 
closely than anyone else, and to gauge the response of other 
employees to Kreuger as well. The public looked upon "the 
Kreuger men" as an elite corps whose members, through 
their fortunate contact with the wizard, gained a special in 
sight into all important matters of the day. Though his sal 
aries were not sensational, there were always two or three 
hundred names on the waiting list for positions in his or 
ganization, including many from the best families of Europe. 
Kreuger welcomed this wide approbation, and responded by 
ruling his roost with quiet, benevolent authority. Toward 
everyone who worked for him he showed consideration and 
tact, though privately, as so much of what he did involved 
fooling his own staff as well as outsiders, he must also 
have felt considerable contempt. He was too wise, however, 
to show it, and always went out of his way to foster a happy 
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family feeling. "There was never any intrigue," Ceder- 
schiold recalled afterward. "Kreuger wouldn't have stood 
for it, and he hated to hear criticism of anyone who worked 
for him. A wonderful control and inner coolness ran 
through everything he did. When something had to be de 
cided, he always proposed and never disposed, and two of 
his favorite phrases were, 'How would it be if such-and- 
such were done?' and 'Don't you think it would be better 
if?' etc. The result was a remarkable loyalty and belief in 
him, as attested by the fact that we all had our savings in 
the firm. If we had been asked to offer our lives, no one 
would have hesitated, and we felt that he would never let 
any of us down. Yet we all feared him because of his excep 
tionally sharp mentality, and because he was reality per 
sonified. We thought he could see into the future better 
than anyone else." 

Those who worked for Kreuger became accustomed to 
being sent on the spur of the moment to distant places where 
they might remain for years more than one person he 
thought had found out too much about his operations was 
sent especially far away. Working for Kreuger in the field 
was often lonely, with no word from him for months at a 
time. "I sometimes get an interesting and kind letter from 
Mr. Kreuger, and to read it is my main work," one far-flung 
agent remarked. The chosen few who saw him more reg 
ularly in Paris or Stockholm grew accustomed to watching 
him work almost completely by impulse. "He would talk 
about things that seemed to have no relation to what he 
was doing," Cederschi'old said, "but he enjoyed associating 
ideas in his own peculiar fashion. Probably some of his big 
gest concepts were born that way, as thought experiments. 
The process might take years. An idea would often burgeon 
and change, and reappear much later in perfected form." 
Another observer said: "Beyond logic and quickness, he 
could combine things into organic wholes that seemed but 



Palaces and Plots o i 

were not incoherent. People often wondered why he did 
something and suddenly found themselves watching a fan 
tastic demonstration, wherein everything beforehand had 
been a necessary part of the procedure." 

His propensity for throwing out ideas in an almost off 
hand manner was marked by his odd way of addressing peo 
ple. "He rarely looked at the person he was talking to," 
Cedersch'iold recalled. "Usually he looked at the person 
nearest to him. If he did look at us directly, it seemed to 
be without really seeing us, or as if he were looking right 
through us. Yet he had a great need of approval from a 
sympathetic source." On some occasions Kreuger could be 
deliberate and slow to the point of madness. In dictating a 
telegram, he would often pause for ten minutes over one 
word, and the simplest message might be written ten times 
before he was satisfied. He composed telegrams and cable 
grams like letters, never leaving out an article. "There's no 
time to solve puzzles," he would say. "A misunderstanding 
can cost more than you could save." For those who didn't 
know him, -his long silences could be embarrassing, and 
when he got on the transatlantic or long-distance phone, 
they could also be expensive. A hundred dollars' worth of 
silence was not unusual 

Kreuger's apparently phenomenal memory never ceased 
to amaze both his intimates and strangers. He could recite 
the exact rise and fall of stocks over a period of twenty 
years and could rattle oif verbatim the lines of a play he 
had seen as many years back, and he invariably remem 
bered faces. As one of his non-admirers later put it, "Liars 
have to have good memories," and undoubtedly Kreuger ? s 
special gift helped him immeasurably in juggling his books. 
He often impressed his Wall Street friends by reciting his 
phony balance sheets out of his head, down to the last deci 
mal. At the same time, as a born muser, he could be very 
absent-minded and forgetful. He mislaid keys and papers so 
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often that Cederschi'old and others got in the habit of giving 
him only duplicates and carbons. He mislaid people, too. In 
Paris he frequently used Cedersch'iold's car and chauffeur, 
and he particularly liked the driver because of the man's 
great patience. He would never remember, however, where 
the car was parked, and sometimes he even forgot that he 
had it with him; the chauffeur once passed a whole night on 
a St. Germain street when Kreuger absently took a cab 
home from a dinner meeting. 



: 2 : 

Cederschi'old, even though he was one of Kreuger's most 
trusted aides for thirteen years, knew only a segment of his 
employer's total business, and, as it turned out, he was only 
partly informed about some things that concerned himself. 
Among the important assignments he was given was the 
conduct of negotiations with Spain. As in Poland, there was 
a bona-fide Spanish effort by Kreuger to match a fraudulent 
one. Beginning in 1925, he tried secretly to buy several of 
Spain's major match factories. As a result of a number of 
conferences with Spanish agents in Paris and Madrid, some 
headway was made, but Kreuger failed to get what he 
wanted, and as late as 1930 he was still negotiating to obtain 
a match concession in return for a ninety-five-million-dol 
lar loan to Spain. 

But Cederschi'old, who was sent to Madrid on that mis 
sion, apparently knew nothing about another of Kreuger's 
long-term hoaxes that dated back to January 1925, when he 
claimed to have signed a twenty-five-year match-monopoly 
contract with Primo de Rivera, the Spanish dictator. After 
Kreuger's death an English translation of this supposed 
agreement was found in Kreuger's safe in Stockholm which 
had Rivera's broad signature on it, but Kreuger is believed 
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to have forged the Spaniard's name. As Rivera was dead y 
nothing could be proved. It seems likely that, as had been 
the case with Dr. Glowacki, the Pole, Kreuger did confer 
once or twice with Rivera; if so, the results must have been 
even less conclusive. As with Garanta, however, Kreuger 
pretended in America that the contract had been signed. 
Among the "assets" of the Continental Investment Corpora 
tion, and thus of IMCO, was an alleged "receipt" from 
Rivera showing that about three fifths of the payments had 
been made on schedule; the amount of the loan one hun 
dred and sixty-five million Swiss francs, or about thirty 
million dollars plus accrued interest at sixteen per cent a 
year, was listed as an "asset" for Continental totaling nearly 
sixty million dollars. All of this was booked through a so- 
called Spanish "suspense account," and most of it allegedly 
reposed in a phony bank Kreuger established in Amsterdam 
called the Nederlandische Bank voor Scandinavischen Han 
del, which another convenient dupe named Sven Huldt ran. 
Late in 1925 this bank was listed as owing Continental a 
large sum even though it wasn't founded until March i, 
!^ 2 6 a minor discrepancy in Kreuger 's grand scheme 
which didn't seem to bother him, for he did the same thing 
on other occasions. It was enough, as far as he was con 
cerned, that he intended to have both a bank and a firm 
agreement. 

While he kept knowledge of the Spanish deal from Ce- 
derschiold, Kreuger showed the Rivera contract to others 
in his organization from time to time in order to give an im 
pression of its genuineness. To the Americans who were 
supposed to be profiting from the monopoly, he simply 
pleaded secrecy until the very end. Spain ultimately be 
came "Country X" in the famous "XYZ Memorandum" he 
reluctantly produced upon request in New York in 1930. 
This purported to show that IMCO was doing seventy mil 
lion dollars' worth of business in three separate transactions^ 
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two thirds of which turned out to be fictitious. When Don 
ald Durant was asked at a hearing afterward: "Did you con 
sider the memorandum on the whole as satisfactory or un 
satisfactory ?" he replied: "On the whole, I think, it was 
regarded as satisfactory." As a further indication of how 
much they had believed in Kreuger, the men of Lee, Hig- 
ginson & Co. had promptly gone out in that post-crash 
year and underwritten additional debentures worth fifty 
million dollars. 

There was a final twist to the weird Spanish story. Some 
time in 1929, apparently without telling anyone, Kreuger 
gave a Spanish senator named Jose Serran a quarter of a 
million dollars' worth of pesetas for the secret purchase of a 
big Spanish match property. In the spring of 1930 Serran 
vanished from Madrid and was arrested several months later 
in northern Italy, with the pesetas. He was brought back to 
Madrid for a hearing, where he pretended to be a hero and 
claimed he had absconded to save his country from Kreu- 
ger's depredations. When he hinted that he knew something 
more about Kreuger bribes to high officials and even to the 
royal court, the proceedings were halted and Serran was 
tossed into jail. He lingered there until the Spanish Revolu 
tion started, when a new effort to try him petered out, and 
eventually he was released. The Spanish government re 
covered part of the money and kept it, while Serran kept 
the rest, so the result of this bit of hugger-muggery provides 
one of the few instances of Kreuger himself being robbed. 
He wouldn't admit it, however: while he debited himself 
for what Serran had stolen, he kept listing the pesetas seized 
by the Spanish officials as an "asset" in the books of Kreuger 
& Toll. He reasoned that this sum was, in effect, "liquid 
grease" and that such a payment on a deal was a plus in 
stead of a minus factor because he retained every expecta 
tion of someday bringing the Spaniards to heel. In other 
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words, bribery was essentially a sound investment even 
when a bribe went awry. 

Wrong as Kreuger was in carrying this principle as far as 
he did, the argument can be made that businessmen have 
frequently operated in similar fashion that, for example, a 
political contribution to a campaign that fails, or a contribu 
tion to a faction in an undeveloped country which either 
loses out or breaks its promises is not much different, theo 
retically, from Kreuger's habit of paying out or pretending 
to pay out huge sums on deals that never materialized. Less 
defensible, however, was Kreuger's private purpose, what 
became his imperative need: to create false profits so that 
investors would think he was a particular kind of genius and 
go on buying his stocks. He was always smart enough to 
keep the real separated from the false. In anything that con 
cerned Swedish Match, which remained throughout the 
most bona-fide of his companies (he called it "my son"), he 
maintained a show of proper accounting and saw to it that 
profits kept pace with the increase in authorized share cap 
ital and that few false entries passed through the books. 

Starting in the mid-twenties, however, when he formu 
lated his plans for world-wide expansion based on getting 
an increasing number of monopolies in return for large 
loans to governments, he needed far more capital than he 
could derive from a mere match company. Even with his 
clever formula for servicing each debt to him out of royal 
ties, the more loans he made, the more initial outlay he re 
quired. On top of that, the expenses of running such a large 
enterprise were tremendous, and not the least of these were 
bribery and political payoffs. Furthermore, Kreuger wanted 
funds to expand in new directions so that he could constantly 
cite fresh resources in America. In 1925, for example, he 
acquired his first holdings in the Grangesberg-Oxelosund 
Mining Company, which was Sweden's greatest iron-ore 
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producer, and the same year he bought a considerable num 
ber of shares in the Scandinaviska Kredit A.B., the big bank 
in which his friend Rydbeck was increasingly the dynamic 
influence. He also used some of the swollen profits from his 
real-estate deals to launch another company in the United 
States: the Swedish- American Investment Corporation, cre 
ated by Kreuger & Toll in collaboration with Lee, Higgin- 
son & Co. late in 1925 as a more ambitious successor to 
American Kreuger & Toll, then six years old. 

The Swedish-American Investment Corporation, whose 
board of Wall Street luminaries interlocked with IMCO's 
and which used the same accountants just as cursorily it 
was later found that its book entries never had agreed with 
those of Kreuger & Toll in Stockholm was responsible for 
some eighteen million dollars' worth of issues to the Amer 
ican public between 1925 and 1928. Such concerns were ex 
tremely popular in America during the heyday of the boom* 
Less controlled forerunners of today's mutual funds, they 
ostensibly gave small investors a chance to invest in a man 
ner that minimized risk because equities were offered in a 
number of different fields. A European counterpart of this 
new American subsidiary, one which slowly took over its 
role and assets, was formed in Amsterdam in the fall of 1926. 
This corporate concoction was called Financieele Maats- 
chappij Kreuger & Toll it became known more simply as 
Dutch Kreuger & Toll and it eventually was used, like 
Continental, as a major sieve through which money raised 
in America and elsewhere vanished. 

Dutch Kreuger & Toll was created, again with obedient 
dupes, "to perform and execute all kinds of financial trans 
actions in the widest sense of the word." Its real purpose, 
however, as the liquidators subsequently set forth, was "to 
raise large book profits for balance sheet purposes" to give 
the impression that Kreuger & Toll and its ever-growing 
number of daughter concerns were earning much more 
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than was the case. The only legitimate business the Dutch 
company did was to act as a sort of broker for its Stockholm 
parent, taking over new issues of debentures at par and re 
selling them at a premium, the difference theoretically being 
held in Holland because of the favorable tax situation there. 
Actually, these bona-fide profits of Dutch Kreuger & Toll 
were shifted and reshifted and used several times over in the 
books of various companies. The really fictitious investment 
business done by the company didn't begin on a massive 
scale, however, until toward the end of Kreuger's career, 
when, because of the declining world economic situation, 
he more than ever had to show large paper profits. 



3 : 

Notwithstanding the imaginary match deals and the phony 
and double entries having to do with real-estate and security 
holdings, Kreuger, as of 1927, had enough real values to be 
considered solvent. He was obviously aware that he was in 
flating his values, but it seems possible that this amoral and 
visionary man believed he was not doing anything terribly 
wrong or, at least, anything unrectifiable. And, considering 
the peculiar financial morality of the day, perhaps he was 
not very different from the genus speculans all around him. 
He was a man who relished financial philosophizing it was 
the only sort of conversation he enjoyed and a revealing 
bit of unorthodox conceptual thinking has been recalled by 
a Swedish businessman and displomat named Bjorn Prytz 
who, luckily for himself, never got involved with Kreuger 
until after the collapse, when he was a major figure in the 
investigation and reorganization of the Kreuger properties. 
Prytz, who looks upon Kreuger as "very much of a Con- 
quistadore, the kind of man you had in rougher centuries," 
remembers clearly a conversation they had one day while 
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riding across Germany in a train. Kreuger was reflecting 
about accountancy. " 'You know, it's a curious thing how 
every period in history has its own gods, its own high priests 
and holy days/ he remarked. It's been true of politics and 
religion and war, and now it's true of economics. We've 
created something new. Instead of being fighting men, as in 
days of old, we're all in business, and we've chosen some new 
high priests and called them accountants. They too have a 
holy day the 3 ist of December on which we're supposed 
to confess. In olden times, the princes and everyone would 
go to confession because it was the thing to do, whether 
they believed or not. Today the world demands balance 
sheets, profit-and4oss statements once a year. But if you're 
really working on great ideas, you can't supply these on 
schedule and expose yourself to view. Yet you've got to tell 
the public something, and so long as it's satisfied and con 
tinues to have faith in you, it's really not important what 
you confess. The December ceremony isn't really a law of 
the gods it's just something we've invented. All right, let's 
conform, but don't let's do it in a way that will spoil our 
plans. And some day people will realize that every balance 
sheet is wrong because it doesn't contain anything but 
figures. The real strengths and weaknesses of an enterprise 
lie in the plans.' " 

Aside from the fact that Kreuger did think and act cre 
atively in these terms, and that corporate publicity in Eu 
rope was customarily kept to a minimum, largely because 
the public as a whole did not invest very much in securities, 
his cavalier use of figures sprang from an odd miscompre 
hension of the true meaning of money. Even though he dealt 
with it all the time, it had a remarkable unreality for him. 
While he sometimes threw it around, he was never a con 
scious user of it in the sense that other wealthy men, or even 
most people who spend it systematically, are. In some ways 
it embarrassed and encumbered him, and he often looked 
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upon it disdainfully, as an odd sort of international toy. 
"Making money is child's game," he once said. "The fortune 
of nations can be made to turn on apparently trivial things. 
I have made countries swing upon a match. It could just as 
well be hairpins or buttons." 

He usually carried large amounts of money around with 
him without being aware of it. Once, en route to Berlin with 
a friend, he had all kinds of bills to declare, including some 
worthless Tsarist rubles that had probably been in his wallet 
for years, and fifty Swedish notes of a thousand kroner each, 
as well as a lot of dollars. The total came to an astonishing 
thirty thousand dollars in value. When the friend asked 
why, among other things, he had so many dollars with him, 
Kreuger shrugged and said: "It's good money, it doesn't 
take up much room." 

On another occasion, boarding a streetcar in Stockholm, 
he found that he had nothing smaller than a thousand-kroner 
note. When he announced this nonchalantly to the con 
ductor, the man laughed and said: "I've never seen one, but 
if you let me look at it I'll let you ride for nothing." Kreu- 
ger's essential lack of feeling for money may have had some 
thing to do with the casual manner in which he both gave it 
away and took it. Just as he distributed it like chunks of 
candy to second-rate artists or friends in need, his attitude 
enabled him to keep coming to Wall Street for vast amounts 
of paper which he didn't feel obligated to account for be 
cause, as he said to Prytz, what alone mattered was the 
soundness of the long-range "plan." The reputation of a per 
son or an institution was all-important, he insisted, and he 
often cited the Bank of England as an example. "People 
know that in its vaults are huge reserves of gold, and their 
confidence springs from that," he would say. "But suppose 
all the gold were dumped into the sea tomorrow. Don't you 
think that great institution would remain? Probably no one 
would even know the gold was gone." 
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Notwithstanding his philosophical cynicism about money,, 
Kreuger never lost sight of its practical importance to other 
people. As he operated without surveillance, it was a simple 
matter for him to make the public think his income was al 
ways rising. And if he used capital to pay high dividends, 
as we have seen he did from the outset, his credit remained 
unchallenged, for by switching his many current accounts 
around and balancing them as he saw fit in his private game 
of financial charades, closing one set of books one day near 
year's end and another set a few days or a week later, and 
by generally following the formula he outlined to Prytz, he 
more or less succeeded, by 1927, in making his position seem 
sound. 

Most importantly, his real profits or at least a real" in 
the language and meaning of the times had soared to great 
heights with the constant rise in the market value of his se 
curities, and personally he had become an extremely rich 
man. The question was, could he continue to show profits 
that would justify the prices to which his shares had been 
pushed on the world's exchanges? There was only one way 
to find out, and that was to do what everybody else was do 
ing: keep pushing ahead. 

Kreuger never had any controversies with his nonexistent 
conscience, and he figured that if his stockholders wanted 
to use him as a vehicle to obtain unreasonable profits on 
their investment, that was their business. At the same time, 
as long as the customers lined up to give him their money, 
he saw himself as bound to go on growing. And indeed the 
money did keep coming for a couple of years more, and 
during those years Kreuger's ability to double and triple its 
value and his munificence in dispersing some of his profits 
for good and sound purposes were everywhere admired. 

He was now, in all respects, approaching the height of 
his career, when his slightest pronouncement would be lis 
tened to attentively by the heads of nations as well as by the 
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heads of business. Yet he was also becoming more and more 
a man of mystery who moved fleetingly from capital to 
capital, emerging from the wings like a great actor when 
he had some public or quasi-public mission to perform, but 
who, for the most part, remained in the background, and 
lived there a private life of almost tragic emptiness. 



CHAPTER 5 



The Man Who 
Needed Nobody 



DESPITE the initial impact of Kreuger's charm, people who 
came to know him felt that beneath his graciousness there 
was something inherently remote, even cold, and this im 
pression was strengthened as the years passed and they saw 
more of him. His smile grew bleak and his handshake 
clammy, and the warmest thing about him remained his 
voice, which was always quite beautifully modulated. From 
birth on, he had been different from others, and as he be 
came older he was increasingly aware of his isolation. "No 
one ever broke through the wall he built around himself, 
and each year it became thicker and wider," Cederschiold 
said. "No one shared his dreams and worries, and he didn't 
seem to need anyone." In his own odd way, perhaps he did, 
but he had an innate shyness that sprang from a realization 
that, while he was indeed bigger and better than most peo 
ple, and certainly smarter, he was unable to share their 
common pleasures and problems. At the same time, by with 
drawing he tended naturally to enhance his air of mystery* 
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and he was wise in using this professionally as a cloak to 
hide behind. 

He was also honest enough to dislike publicity and praise 
because he felt that most panegyrics were false, ritualistic 
displays. They embarrassed him particularly toward the end 
of his career, and it was either fear or guilt that prompted 
him to duck the party his friends gave him on his fiftieth 
birthday, a traditional date for celebration among Swedes. 
He left town a week in advance without telling anyone he 
was going and later he confiscated copies of the elaborate 
volume his friends published to commemorate the occasion. 
This didn't stop an outpouring of encomiums, typified by 
that of Gustav Cassel, Sweden's leading economist, who 
said: "Ivar Kreuger needs no peace prize. He has awarded it 
to himself through his work. He has opened the doors to the 
world and given his nation joy and self-confidence. What 
he has done during his first half-century is incredible, and 
of his work one can justly point everywhere and say si 
queris opera circumspice if you want to know what he has 
done, just look around." 

One important key to Kreuger's isolation, and to his 
whole character, lay in his peculiar insensitivity to pain. 
He never seemed to feel any dentists, for example, could 
work for hours on the most tender nerves of his mouth and 
he would neither complain nor ask for novocain. Dr. Bjerre, 
in his study of Kreuger, sees in this, and in a lifelong lack of 
any sense of danger, "a kind of blindness" that blunted all 
his sensibilities and that was mainly responsible for Kreuger's 
lack of concern for individuals who got in his way he out- 
maneuvered and often destroyed people without any feel 
ing whatsoever. "The blind live in their own world," Dr. 
Bjerre says. "For one who has a low reaction to pain, there 
is a lack of contact with life. Kreuger didn't look on suffer 
ing souls as men and women with pounding hearts but as 
inanimate objects, a sexual mate or a shareholder. They were 
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all colorless chessmen." Cedersch'iold carried the image fur 
ther. "The whole world was his chessboard," he noted. "He 
valued the queen more than the pawns because she was 
worth more, but he didn't love any one more than the other. 
His watchful eye was always on his opponent's knight and 
castle, but he didn't hate them or his enemies. He was un 
able, congenitally, to hate, just as he was unable to love. It 
was therefore all the more puzzling that he could inspire 
sympathy and even a kind of adoration." 

The fact that Kreuger was everywhere regarded as the 
personification of soundness and stability was attested by 
public-opinion polls that repeatedly chose his securities as 
the best and the safest to invest in, while Kreuger himself 
was named as "the man I would most like to be." The god 
of money to some and a father image to others, especially 
to those who worked for and with him, he also personified 
the typical Horatio Alger hero, for he had done it all from 
scratch, and by dint of hard work. 

To Kreuger the hard work was routine. He thought 
nothing of going eighteen hours at a stretch, not stopping 
to eat, and would not become aware of the ordeal he was 
putting others through until someone literally begged him 
for food. When he was asked what he did when he wasn't 
working, he would look positively surprised, and when 
someone once inquired if he didn't desire a good rest on oc 
casion, he replied: "Unfortunately, I can't rest, even if I 
wanted to. Something inside me goes on thinking all the 
time." His rare non-admirers, chiefly those businessmen and 
bankers who, for one reason or another, had nothing to do 
with him the Warburgs in Germany and America, for ex 
ample, and men such as Prytz in Sweden resented and per 
haps envied this supreme dedication to work. "He was one 
of those queer men, one of those dangerous men, who had 
no family, no real feeling for any woman, and no belief ex 
cept in himself," Prytz has remarked. "Everything, down 
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to the way in which he conducted his private life, was re 
duced to a formula." 

To a large extent, Kreuger did live by rote. Though he 
appreciated good food, he customarily ate very little "Eat 
ing makes one lazy," he liked to say and he went about it 
systematically. Breakfast consisted of a cup of tea, fruit, and 
toast or a bun; lunch was often the same, while dinner as a 
rule comprised one main course and dessert. He liked good 
restaurants, but even there, except on special occasions, he 
dined simply, though waiters were among the few people 
who could intimidate him: he once went into Maxim's in 
Paris for a cheese sandwich, but the headwaiter was so im 
posing that he ordered lobster and champagne, and then 
some cheese and beer. Because of a family tendency toward 
obesity, he watched his weight carefully and checked it 
every morning. He was a nervous nibbler, however; if left 
to himself, he could absently devour a whole dish of nuts 
or chocolates or a basket of hard Swedish bread, and he 
asked his friends to guard him against this weakness. He was 
very fond of wines and knew a great deal about them, pre 
ferring Bordeaux and champagnes; with part of his first 
speculative gains in the early twenties, he bought Paillard's 
wine cellar and restaurant in Paris, and frequently, at din 
ners, he served two or three twenty-year-old vintages, but, 
while he could drink a lot and not get drunk, he became un 
usually voluble and therefore watched himself. 

Smoking was one of the few things he did irregularly; he 
would go for weeks without smoking at all, and would 
then go through a pack of Turkish cigarettes in an after 
noon. He dressed much as he ate, without variety, ordering 
eight or ten dark, expensive suits of the same cut at once, 
and he did the same with shirts and other garments, although 
he once remarked to Cederschiold: "I can't ever learn how 
to be a real gentleman because I can't sleep in pajamas." He 
was inclined to form attachments for certain objects; his 
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His favorite room was the library, and he was content to 
sit for hours in a soft chair there; if the telephone rang, he 
would invariably pick it up himself, not waiting for a serv 
ant to answer. The only other room upon which he lavished 
attention was the bathroom, where he had a sunken marble 
tub, a divan, a tea table, and a thick Oriental rug. Often he 
would take his tea and use a sun-lamp there for a couple of 
hours before bathing in the morning or evening. His bath 
was always a great ritual, in keeping with the almost psy 
chopathic fear of germs which was exemplified by his put 
ting a handkerchief behind his head when he leaned on any 
thing, washing his hands after petting an animal, and kissing 
a woman's wrist rather than her hand. 

To the observant Dr. Bjerre, the whole Stockholm apart 
ment was "like an exhibition hall. . . . The dining-room 
looked like it belonged in a clubhouse, and the salon as if 
Paris mannequins might suddenly appear. I have seen homes 
richer and poorer, but never one that oppressed me so much 
as Kreuger's. Never have I had such a feeling of inanimate 
objects crying for love and understanding as in his home 
of waste." Kreuger's apartments elsewhere were much the 
same, though smaller. He rented a six-room one in Berlin in 
1927 on the Pariser Platz, and in Warsaw he had a five-room 
one on top of the Bank Amerikanski, which he owned. In 
London he rented a permanent suite at the Carlton Hotel, 
and in Paris he had a five-room furnished flat at No. 5 
Avenue Victor Emmanuel III, near the Seine. His most 
lavish place was his apartment in New York, a penthouse 
at 791 Park Avenue, at the corner of Seventy-fourth Street, 
which he also took over in 1927. 

Here he kept some of his better pictures, including a 
Rembrandt and a Rubens all in all, some two hundred 
thousand dollars' worth of art. But what intrigued him far 
more, satisfying his engineer's soul, was an intricate system 
of switches and rheostats which enabled him to bathe any 



The Man Who Needed Nobody 109 

of the nine rooms in white, red, blue, or amber light, or 
blendings of these colors. He especially liked red, and by a 
hidden button at the head of his bed could put out all the 
lights in the room except four red ones left softly glowing 
in the corners. The walls were covered with expensive cloth, 
and the reception hall was paved with flagstones and lined 
with mirrors. The place was full of labor-saving devices, and 
for his roof garden Kreuger imported tons of soil from 
France, which he spread seven feet deep for elaborate beds 
of flowers, for fruit trees that burgeoned and a willow that 
spread its branches twenty feet high and extended out over 
Park Avenue. In the center was a Japanese rock garden 
where a blue light played on a nude, while a white stone 
Cupid spouted what looked like blood when a red spot 
shone on it at night. 

One of the few things Kreuger seemed to care about all 
his life was plants, but there was something unimaginative 
and f ormulistic in the way he dealt with them too. He had a 
roof garden in Stockholm as well as in New York, and raised 
flowers at his three country retreats in Sweden. Even so, his 
Stockholm florist had a standing weekly order for a thou 
sand lilies of the valley, his favorites, and if Kreuger was 
out of the city they went to his mother. He was extremely 
particular about flower arrangements, and if a guest criti 
cized them he would have an entire display removed and 
would reprimand his gardeners. Despite his professed love 
for plants, he treated them as if they were inanimate ob 
jects. One April, in Stockholm, when the wife of an Amer 
ican visitor complained that there were no flowers bloom 
ing anywhere yet, Kreuger called every hothouse in town, 
had row upon row of plants put in at one of his summer 
places, and surprised his complaining guest and the rest of 
the company by taking them out there; he wasn't at all dis 
turbed when, within two days, all the flowers froze to death. 
On another occasion he sent his florist to London to buy 
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forty Japanese pear trees, each of which had to be separately 
wrapped, for a large party he gave, after which he had them 
carted away. 

Dr. Bjerre believes Kreuger's approach to flowers and 
plants was a clear example of his essential amorality. "There 
is something deeply moral about horticulture," the analyst 
has noted. "The weakest of all living things are plants, and 
therefore the communion of flowers and people is a special 
source of the life process for those who are aware of the re 
lationship. But to throw away the equivalent of a year's 
salary for a thousand lilies a week and to let flowers freeze 
to death without caring is not only a meaningless luxury but 
a kind of barbarism. Kreuger's relationship to flowers is an 
expression of the poverty of his spirit." 

Just as he spontaneously decided to put on flower shows 
for his guests, Kreuger liked to offer sudden gifts to people, 
often to virtual strangers. The act of giving often became 
ludicrous. When three Oriental visitors once admired a sofa 
of his, he saw to it that before they returned to their hotel 
suites in Stockholm there was a similar sofa in each man's 
room. On another occasion he bought a roadster for a girl 
he had met in a restaurant who had refused to believe he was 
Ivar Kreuger. This predilection for bestowing sudden favors 
was undoubtedly a form of compensation for his incapacity, 
which he was aware of himself, to establish a permanent or 
even temporarily close relationship with any person. He 
had been that way as a child and remained so all his life. If 
this removal was partly bred of contempt, it also sprang 
from a deep inner sense of self-sufficiency, or perhaps from 
a desire for deprivation which was essentially masochistic. 
Self-protection may have been at the roots of his subcon 
scious. Beyond satisfying his basic needs for physical com 
panionship with women when he required it and for what 
might be described as monetary companionship with men, 
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he would not let himself be drawn into anything approach 
ing spiritual affinity with anyone. 

His constant effort to keep himself apart from others ap 
plied even to his family. When he started to make a lot of 
money, he brought his elderly parents to Stockholm from 
Kalmar and saw to it that they had everything they wanted. 
Once a week, ritualistically, he would go to their house for 
dinner, but he seldom told them anything about himself, and 
not infrequently would sit in almost total silence for a cou 
ple of hours before going back to work or off to some secret 
pursuit. His sisters never felt that they knew him well, and 
though their husbands were given important jobs in his or 
ganization, he was close only to his youngest sister, Britta, 
who remained unmarried and sometimes acted as his hostess. 
Bold and daring in his business operations, where he could 
present the most convincing bluff or front, he was inordi 
nately shy and was forever fearful of being the center of at 
tention in public. At a railway station he refused porters and 
carried his own bags, like any country traveler. ("That fel 
low doesn't travel with any battery of secretaries he takes 
the night train by himself/' one of his American admirers 
remarked.) When he went to a theater, he always sought an 
aisle seat so he could make his escape in a hurry if he felt he 
was being whispered about. On a number of occasions he 
got up and left a restaurant before his food arrived because 
he had seen people turning to stare at him or felt that waiters 
were dancing too much attendance on him. Yet, despite his 
determination to reveal as little of himself as possible, he 
was by no means insensitive to what others, even fools, 
thought or said about him. When he was already very suc 
cessful in Sweden, a drunken count came over to his table 
in a Stockholm night club one evening and borrowed a 
thousand kroner. The unwelcome visitor then sat down 
and, sipping Kreuger's champagne, stared at him for several 
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minutes. Finally, the man exclaimed: "You don't look like 
the match king to me. You look like a big cheese." For 
months afterward, according to Kreuger's early Stockholm 
mistress Inge Hassler, she found him staring at himself in 
mirrors, muttering moodily: "So, you're a big cheese." 



: 2 : 

If Kreuger's capacity for love was blighted after the death 
of the Norwegian girl he had met as a student, he remained 
all his life an active man whose physical needs were strong, 
and the older he got, the more immersed in his schemes and 
the more isolated within himself as the financier, the more 
he looked upon women as his chief form of escape. After 
his death his private life became a source of sensational copy 
the public seemed to want the swindler to have been a 
libertine as well. Many of the newspaper stories were exag 
gerated, but it is true that he had mistresses in practically 
every major city of Europe. There were girls he met in pass 
ing, including streetwalkers to whom he took a brief fancy 
and whom he paid off at what sometimes amounted to black 
mail rates. There were also highly sophisticated and intel 
ligent women who were thoroughly charmed by him and 
who, beyond being impressed because of his eminence, were 
attracted by his odd combination of rough masculinity and 
an almost feminine quality that found expression in his mel 
lifluous voice. 

Inge Hassler was a tall and moderately attractive Swed 
ish physical therapist he seems to have had a weakness for 
the type whom Kreuger met one spring evening in 1912 
in the Djiirgarden, Stockholm's largest park, but he didn't 
start taking her out until the following year, when she was 
nineteen and he was thirty-three. Their first evening to 
gether, she recalled in a book she wrote after his death, was 
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spent, prosaically enough, over a can of sardines and some 
tinned pineapple, washed down with champagne, in Kreu- 
ger's harbor-view apartment on the Strandvagen. The 
courtship was marked at first by "lots of roses and shyness," 
Inge wrote, and another year went by before she gave in to 
his advances. Thereafter they spent many long week ends 
together at various places in the archipelago that forms the 
southern approach to Stockholm. Inge loved the outdoors, 
as all Swedes do, and whenever she could she cultivated a 
tan. In her book, as one of several samples of Kreuger's cor 
respondence with her, she includes a letter she received from 
him while she was vacationing at a seaside resort and he was 
working away in Stockholm. It is a banal bit, scarcely worth 
notice except, perhaps, for these few lines in which the al 
most middle-aged Kreuger managed to sound just as gauche 
as the average adolescent in roughly the same situation: 

My dearest Nigger-baby: I suppose that you are now 
lying in the sun on some rock while I, poor boy, have to 
sit here and long for you. I'm sitting in the office all day 
and, like a good boy, go to bed at 9.30 every night, so 
I'm sorry that I have nothing of interest to tell you. 
... I hope there are men enough out there so you can 
get all the dancing and flirting you need to be able to 
live. Greetings, Ivar. 

Despite the almost empty, dispassionate tone Kreuger 
seldom sent his "love" to anyone Inge claimed that he be 
came extremely jealous and even went so far as to post a 
guard at night in front of her apartment door. Kreuger, for 
his part, was scarcely a faithful swain and Inge was fully 
aware of it, but whenever he had been out with another wo 
man he was so profuse in his apologies that Inge, obviously 
a girl who could be won over and over again by flowers and 
gifts, forgave him. "Even if one had proof of his duplicity," 
she wrote, "he seemed able to convince one that he was 
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telling the truth." Inge didn't seem to mind his roving eye 
until another woman's threat to create a scandal led him to 
beg off marriage in 1915. The next year, fed up with Kreu- 
ger's procrastinating, Inge married a Dane named Eberth. 
When she announced that she and her husband planned to 
live in Hellerup, Denmark, Kreuger's bland response was 
that perhaps he'd buy a match factory there. He also pre 
dicted, cynically, that she'd come back to him, and less than 
two years later she did. After this hiatus they settled down 
to a fairly constant relationship that didn't sputter out until 
the mid-twenties. Kreuger set her up in a five-room, loft- 
like apartment in Stockholm behind a heavy iron door with 
no name on it, and part of the time they also shared a sum 
mer home he built at Angsholmen, an island in the archi 
pelago. Though he was no sportsman beyond enjoying the 
motorboating and an occasional bit of shooting, Kreuger 
liked to go to the island and just think, and he often left 
Inge to her own devices for hours at a time. 

If Inge was possibly as amoral a person as Kreuger him 
self, she was, withal, an observant woman with a good sense 
of humor who came to know and understand Kreuger and 
his idiosyncrasies better than most people. He seems to have 
responded by sharing more confidences with her, at the be 
ginning of his business career anyway, than he did with 
anyone else. He told her, for example, about his private 
dollar speculation, and when they went to the Continent 
together he seemed not to mind introducing her to his 
business friends many of whom, she commented, were 
"strange and came from all walks of life." He was inclined 
to be moody, she noted, and, in a particularly abject frame 
of mind, he once remarked: "All human beings are repre 
hensible, especially those who can get everything they 
want." Another time he told her: "If you marry again, 
which I hope you never do, marry an American. The Yan 
kees are the only men who respect women." 
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Kreuger's odd interests were a source of fascination to 
Inge. He loved unusual jewelry, which he kept wrapped 
piece by piece in little leather bags and gave away as gifts, 
often just to dinner hostesses he liked. His supply of stick 
pins numbered in the dozens, and he kept replenishing it. 
"If you didn't know who he was, you'd think he was a 
stick-pin salesman," Inge later wrote. Mechanical toys 
greatly amused him, and he kept these for himself; his two 
favorites were a peacock and a little jumping pig with roll 
ing eyes. Someone once gave him a toy abacus and Kreuger 
played with it like a child. "With this abacus, I can count 
many millions," he would say, with his peculiar, gray smile. 

It seems doubtful that after the death of the young Nor 
wegian girl Kreuger ever thought seriously of marriage, but 
there were plenty of rumors from time to time linking him 
with well-known women of society or the arts Greta 
Garbo, with whom he was seen once or twice, was one of 
them and also with royalty. Kreuger was honest enough 
with himself to know that, while he needed women as a 
form of release, he could never devote himself to one wo 
man with any real sense of moral obligation. Sometimes he 
would joke about his lack of permanent attachment. A 
New York banker once prodded him about falling in love 
with an American girl, and he quipped: "I prefer a Swedish 
match." To the wife of one of his top directors in Europe, 
who asked him why he didn't get married, he replied: "I 
need at least eight days, and I haven't got time." On another 
occasion he remarked contemptuously: c 'Marriage is for 
my employees, not for me." 

In a letter he wrote late in his life to a particular friend of 
his, the following unusually revealing paragraph appears: 

You asked me once whether I could tie myself perma 
nently to a woman. I believe I could, externally be 
cause I should only see her occasionally anyhow. But 
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spiritually, I must honestly say, no. I don't care about 
children. I don't know why, except that they always 
do things differently from what one would like, which 
must be so annoying. Nor do I wish to be burdened 
with love. . . . 

Dr. Bjerre agrees thoroughly with this bit of self -analysis. 
"Even a woman with the patience of an angel and the wis 
dom of a Sybil would have fallen short, always groping in 
empty air when she tried to reach what she loved or tried 
to make him express himself through love," he wrote. "No 
woman could have stood it. For Kreuger there were no 
other possibilities beyond transient, loose relations." 

There were always women to be had for the asking if one 
had as much money as Kreuger did, and undoubtedly the 
classic life of a rich bachelor, with all its wastefulness and 
ever-shifting monotony, was all he ever expected. As time 
went on, he conducted his affairs with women with the 
same combination of secrecy and guile and careful calcula 
tion that he applied to his business, but with considerably 
less imagination. He kept drawers of expensive brooches, 
cigarette cases, gold handbags, and small gold boxes, 
watches, silks, and perfume, all of which he gave away gen 
erously and kept replenishing, as if he were filling a freezer. 
The gifts seldom varied, except that they were sometimes 
accompanied by envelopes containing stocks or debentures. 
When Inge Hassler one day in his Stockholm apartment 
opened one of the drawers containing cigarette cases, he re 
marked nonchalantly: "I know a lot of girls, I'll use them." 
In two months they were gone. Another time Inge re 
marked about his gifts of stocks and money, and he replied: 
"When I give a woman a large sum, it is not because I love 
her but because I'm tired of her and want to get rid of her." 
That he systematized even his relations with women was 
shown by the discovery, among his papers, of a small black 
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book containing the names of a score or more girls. There 
was one page for each, and the girl was classified according 
to her personality, her likes and dislikes, how much she cost 
and whether she was worth it. At the bottom of the page 
was what amounted to a final grade A, B, or C. 

On a grand level, Kreuger willingly went all out for 
some women, sometimes out of kindness as much as from 
desire. He financed at least two young Swedish girls in 
musical careers, set an Irish girl up in a fashionable shop in 
Paris, and supported a former Stockholm actress there. He 
also kept at least a dozen other women on regular allowances 
all over Europe, a fact that came out only after his death 
when they started complaining about being cut off and 
when his apartment safe in Stockholm was found to con 
tain scores of letters from these various ladies in which they 
addressed him in such realistically endearing phrases as "My 
Own Match King." 

Less grandly, and more sporadically, he maintained a sta 
ble of musical-comedy stars, night-club dancers, and such, 
and it was not unusual for him to give hundred-dollar bills 
to performers he liked, whether he asked them out or not. 
Watching such entertainments was apparently a form of re 
laxation from his endless round of business meetings. At 
sumptuous parties for his business friends in New York and 
Stockholm, he surprised them by having a dancer such as 
La Argentina suddenly pop out from behind a curtain or 
arranged for an entire chorus line or well-known band to 
be on hand, but, significantly, he preferred to be alone 
when he went out on the town. He always took in all the 
musical shows when in New York, and during a three- week 
stretch there in the mid-twenties he made the rounds of 
virtually all the night clubs by himself, sipping champagne 
and rewarding the performers as he went along. 

Finally, on a low level, Kreuger seems to have been in 
clined on occasion to sheer debauchery, and it is not sur- 
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prising that his favorite haunt for what amounted to a 
Jekyll-and-Hyde transformation was post-war and pre- 
Hitler Berlin, which was steeped in its own forlorn amoral- 
ity. In addition to carrying on a sordid affair there with the 
wife of one of his associates, he is said to have enjoyed fre 
quenting low dives, where he partially disguised himself by 
wearing workingman's clothes. According to stories that 
remain flimsily documented but were widely printed after 
his death, he went to Berlin once or twice a year for gam 
bling sprees he was a truly great poker player, but pre 
ferred quiet tables in out-of-the-way places to casinos of 
the Monte Carlo type and to visit private clubs of ill re 
pute, where, among other things, he liked to watch others 
drink copious amounts and to lay bets on which alcoholic 
customer would last longest. In Berlin once, and another 
time in Paris, when he was recognized in pursuit of pleasure 
in the poorer sections of these cities by fellow Swedes, he 
pretended that it was a case of mistaken identity. u My name 
is Lee," he muttered, which at least was better than saying 
it was Higginson. After a day or two of letting off steam 
in this fashion, he would reappear in public as the suave and 
self-controlled financier. 

Kreuger once remarked to a friend: "I prefer to throw 
the world a few names, to give it something to talk about. 
At least people don't nose about my real private affairs 
then." Despite his apparent unmarriageability, he did have 
full and mature relationships with a few women. One was a 
society matron in Cleveland and New York. Another was a 
woman in London with whom, among other things, he 
practiced thought control, or telepathy. A third was a Ger 
man woman of French extraction, known by the pseudo 
nym Itta Sandt, perhaps the person he became closest to to 
ward the end of his life and certainly the one woman with 
whom he established a serious and regular correspondence 
over some years. She was a small, attractive, bird-like crea- 
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ture, a fine linguist interested in art and psychology, and 
though she was also quite an admirer of the Soviets, with 
whom Kreuger was always fencing, he seemed to respect 
her judgments about business matters at least, he hired 
and fired some people according to her whims. In addition 
to an obvious physical attraction, he appeared to feel a par 
ticular rapport with her, maybe because she was as aloof and 
removed as he was. When she complained in a letter about 
sitting at dinner parties with people who were "really all 
dead," he replied: 

You must not feel that I am simply aping you if I say 
that I feel exactly the same. I am very unhappy when I 
have to be with people for long at a time and to talk to 
them unofficially, as it were. I don't mind speaking to 
them when I can give orders, when I can say "do this" 
or "do that," "take such and such a post." But the 
things they call "worries" when they talk to me pri 
vately always bore me. They none of them know what 
they are living for. At most they have an idee fixe one 
is always talking about his dentist, another about his 
family's bad luck, and a third about the job he didn't 
get. When I compare our contemporaries with the peo 
ple whose biographies I have read, I realize all the more 
how petty everything is nowadays. 

Kreuger, of course, had his own idee fixe, his dream of 
domination, and if he pursued his pleasure privately and so 
cialized to a minimum, he took special delight in matching 
his wits in the conference room with some of the same per 
sons he claimed bored him so much outside it. He was very 
clever at picking the brains of prominent visitors who came 
to see him out of curiosity or in the hope of getting some 
thing from him. First he would give them a few laconic 
comments and then start off on a series of his own "by the 
way" questions, as a result of which more than one man 
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left the Match Palace feeling he had been mesmerized into 
revelations he should never have made. 

In the highest financial circles Kreuger became known 
as "L'Oiseleur," the bird charmer. One day early in 1927 
he sat for eight hours at a table in Berlin with a group of 
Germany's foremost bankers who had come to appraise him 
prior to the introduction of some big new stock issues on 
Continental exchanges. The financiers wanted to know all 
sorts of things about his match properties and his other cor 
porate and real-estate holdings. The gentlemen arrived in a 
skeptical mood, but Kreuger parried their questions so bril 
liantly, pleading secrecy in some cases and revealing tan 
talizing bits of information in others, that they all left with 
a highly favorable impression and within a fortnight he was 
besieged by requests from banks throughout Europe to be 
included among his sponsors. 



CHAPTER 6 



The Match King's 
Greatest Years 



THE PERIOD from 1927 to 1930 was the most successful in 
Kreuger's life. It was during these years that he dazzled lay 
man and expert alike with a swift succession of expansive 
and daring financial exploits, all of which he executed with 
an air of complete assurance. For the first time he seemed 
to enjoy the fruits of his reputation as a public benefactor, 
and more and more he took to hobnobbing with prominent 
statesmen on the Continent and attending important finan 
cial conferences. 

Among other accomplishments, he arranged a vital merger 
of the various English match concerns such as Bryant & 
May, in which he held interests. In Asia he eliminated his 
greatest competition by secretly buying a number of Jap 
anese factories that provided him with a dominant position 
in the industry there. In Italy, he bought himself quietly 
into a position of strength. His greatest coup, however, and 
one that brought him wide acclaim, occurred in France. 

As a result of the prolonged post-war inflation and con- 
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sequent political and financial instability, the Poincare gov 
ernment, trying" to stem the fall of the franc, had sought a 
large loan in the United States to supplement one for a hun 
dred million dollars which the Morgan interests had granted 
in 1920 at eight-per-cent interest. However, Morgan and 
others in America now, in the mid-twenties, said they would 
do no more. The pendulum had turned, and both the Amer 
ican government and private sources were unwilling to in 
vest heavily in Europe. Kreuger, alone among the world's 
prominent financiers, still had faith in the franc and in 
France, and he stepped in. First he bought about a quarter 
of a million francs' worth of French bonds, thereby giving 
Poincare a small lift. Then, over a period of months, as one 
government after another fell and was replaced by a new 
rickety coalition, Kreuger conducted secret negotiations 
with Poincare, seeking a partial match monopoly. When 
news of the deliberations leaked out, the Communists and 
Socialists bitterly assailed Poincare, calling him "Ivar Poin 
care." On the eve of the defeat of the monopoly contract in 
the Chamber of Deputies, Leon Blum wrote: "The Napo 
leon of matches has found his Waterloo in the financial 
committees." 

But Kreuger promptly offered Poincare seventy-five mil 
lions dollars at five per cent in return for the right to import 
unlimited luxury matches into France and also some ma 
chinery and raw materials. In October 1927, after Kreuger 
had bribed a number of influential politicians to a degree 
thought excessive by some of his staff, this lesser deal was 
approved for twenty years. IMCO in America took over 
fifty million dollars of the loan and Swedish Match the rest, 
and the French issued bonds for the amount at 93^2 P er 
cent of par. The transaction undoubtedly helped stabilize 
the franc at a critical time and encouraged the government 
to regain its financial strength, while Kreuger made a good 
profit on his imports. Though a portion of the vituperative 
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French press continued to attack him, he was awarded the 
Grand Cross of the French Legion of Honor. In one sense 
this big success in France was also his misfortune. Though 
he won the grudging admiration of Morgan and other in 
ternational bankers, he simultaneously aroused their bitter 
ness, for not only was it felt that his bold and easy terms had 
"spoiled the market" for future loans, if any were to be 
made, but his money enabled the French to pay off in ad 
vance the remainder of the more expensive 1920 Morgan 
loan, two thirds of which was still outstanding. This saved 
the French several million dollars in interest accruals, but 
didn't especially endear Kreuger to the proud house of 
Morgan. 

Kreuger's prestige in Europe was now enormous. Feeling 
himself and his methods vindicated, he went ahead with 
some other big loans that eventually would prove part of his 
undoing. During 1928 and 1929 he obtained match monop 
olies in Estonia, Latvia, Yugoslavia, and Rumania, as well as 
in far-off Ecuador, and the money he lent to attain them 
raised the total he had dispersed to one hundred and eighty- 
five million dollars. He was like a f aky godmother. The op 
timistic atmosphere of the Locarno Treaty period, when it 
seemed that the broad political declarations for peace would 
be followed by a general settlement of other great issues, in 
cluding the knottiest one of making Germany a going con 
cern once more, had soon deteriorated. Trade imbalances, 
confused and critical currency conditions, and political ani 
mosities still flourished as recovery lagged. And as the 
United States continued to turn its back on Europe and re 
fused to furnish enough working capital to restore the Con 
tinent's economy, Kreuger kept stepping into the breach. 
In the case of Rumania, for example, he came to that coun 
try's rescue after both America and England had turned 
down Queen Marie's requests for financial assistance. 

Using the money of American investors, who apparently 
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placed more trust in him than their own government did in 
the future of Europe, Kreuger now concentrated on seek 
ing a new mechanism for relations between the old and the 
fledgling nations. In almost every case, the money he lent, at 
an average rate of only six and a half per cent, was used to 
good advantage the Rumanians achieved a degree of eco 
nomic stabilization with the proceeds of their Kreuger loan, 
and the Yugoslavs built some much-needed public works 
with theirs. As one of Kreuger's defenders, Anders Byttner, 
a Swedish author, later wrote: "Ivar Kreuger realized more 
clearly than most of his contemporaries among statesmen 
and financiers that the first conditions for a real economic 
reconstruction of the war-devastated world was for an 
ample flow of capital to be directed to the European coun 
tries." After one big Kreuger loan, the Journal of Commerce 
in New York commented that his activities "call to mind 
the histories of the great merchant and trading companies 
of the Middle Ages and of early modern times which, in ad 
dition to their regular operations, financed wars and sup 
ported or overthrew dynasties." Something was wrong, the 
paper admonished, "when a private company is able to ap 
proach the world's markets more successfully than States 
that are presumably stable and in possession of sources of 
monopolistic income which might be pledged directly for 
loans instead of being farmed out to private capitalists." 

More and more Kreuger seemed to bask in his glory. He 
let it be known that he foresaw a sort of international or 
ganism that would be beyond and above all nations, with a 
special monetary unit regulating international exchange and 
supervising the disposition of all currencies, and he thought 
of this new structure, with himself as the head of it, as a 
means also of regulating politics and averting war. In these 
respects he was undoubtedly ahead of his time, and many of 
today's mechanisms of international co-operation embrace 
his ideas, but he also obviously was allowing his generosity 
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and his bold business aims to carry him too far too fast. In 
the first place, despite his belief in the future of Europe, he 
was oversanguine in appraising the economic and financial 
realities of the post- Versailles period. On one of those train 
rides across the Continent during which he liked to theorize, 
he told Jacob Wallenberg, the Swedish banker: "You know, 
I've come to the conclusion that government bonds are the 
safest thing to have because no government has failed on its 
obligations since 1 8 1 5." He was wrong, of course, for Russia 
had defaulted, but, more importantly, his remark demon 
strates his failure to realize how shaky some of the new hy 
brid governments were, and how likely it was that they 
would default once the going got rough. Secondly, Kreu- 
ger's growing sense of power, his desire to be more than just 
a match monopolist and to control as many industries as 
possible, was approaching megalomania, and, as one- of the 
outside accountants observed after the crash, he had begun 
to engage in "financial dabbling at any cost." 

It was expensive dabbling, too. Not only, for instance, 
did he greatly extend his iron-ore holdings in 1928-9, buy 
ing properties in Africa and South America, but he took 
over a whole new enterprise, the Swedish pulp industry. 
This consisted of about ten pulp factories in northern Swe 
den which had foundered during the post-war depression 
and had become entirely dependent on a large Swedish bank 
that was itself shaky. Kreuger was regarded as the great ma 
gician who alone could salvage the wreck. Having begun 
quietly to purchase some of the mills, as he had done before 
with match factories, he consolidated them in 1929 in a new 
trust called the Swedish Pulp Company, Inc., with a capital 
valuation of fifty million kroner the shares being held by 
Kreuger & Toll. 

Kreuger had in mind a vast control not only over the 
paper-and-pulp business but also over newspapers as a result 
of this move about this time he and his brother Torsten 
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bought three of Sweden's foremost papers. He seems also to 
have believed that the more he diversified his holdings, the 
better off he would be in a fluctuating market and the 
sounder his position when the match monopolies ran out. 
Accordingly, he also began to buy into the successful L. M. 
Ericsson Telephone Company, and he wrote enthusiasti 
cally to a German friend: "The telephone, as far as I am 
concerned, has the same qualities as matches. With the ar 
rangement and management of telephone organizations, I 
can get State concessions and monopolies just as I can with 
my little wooden soldiers.' 7 He bought a sizable chunk of 
Sweden's famous ball-bearing business, and, perhaps reach 
ing for his final destiny, bought a Swedish gold mine that 
promised to be a bonanza. 

Many of these transactions were conducted secretly, as 
were some of his biggest match deals. One of these was the 
purchase of three hundred and fifty thousand shares of the 
newly recapitalized Diamond Match Company for thirteen 
and a half million dollars Kreuger arranged this through 
an agent in Wall Street, in whose name the stock was bought 
and held. He also obtained partial or majority control of 
various other American match concerns, including half of 
the Ohio Match Company. Openly, Kreuger now con 
trolled about two hundred and fifty match factories in every 
country of Europe except Spain, Russia and France, and in 
sixteen non-European countries, and he was selling three 
fourths of all the matches in the world. The world con 
sumption of matches was about forty billion boxes a year, 
and the public paid about half a cent a box. The factories' 
profit was about half of that. As public corporations, Swed 
ish Match and IMCO together were reporting net profits 
of some thirty million dollars on gross receipts of eighty 
million, and this was a far greater return than seemed feas 
ible out of any match business, though few persons ever 
dared say so to Kreuger. "Such huge profits were just not 
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logical," Wallenberg, who had had some experience in 
matches himself, later commented. "But when the question 
came up, the answer was always the same the difference 
was made in speculations." Indeed, the books of Kreuger's 
ever more numerous companies were reporting the most 
amazing profits on transactions no one knew anything 
about, profits which he simply listed under his own name 
or under headings such as "sundry returns" or "cash in 
banks." 

As one of his final fronts, he created something rosily 
called the International Financial Syndicate, which was sup 
posed to work closely with Dutch Kreuger & Toll, the chief 
investment branch of the empire. In one year alone the 
Syndicate reported a profit of fifteen million dollars on 
three transactions in Europe. The accountant in Amster 
dam, a typically pliable fellow named Victor Holm, listed 
the gains on Kreuger's orders and took Kreuger's word that 
the stock certificates were being held by Kreuger & Toll in 
Stockholm; as the Stockholm parent and the Dutch daugh 
ter had joint balance sheets, this seemed all right to Holm. 
In a number of other cases where Kreuger had bought val 
uable stocks and bonds, such as shares in General Electric 
and I. G. Farben and French bonds, he listed them by name 
but in amounts far above what he actually had, or as double 
entries, and all of this exaggerated hocus-pocus was de 
signed to continue to inflate his total position so the public 
would go on buying new Kreuger issues. 

The really huge issues began in 1927, when, in one fell 
swoop, Kreuger decided to sell as many new shares in 
Kreuger & Toll as already existed and to offer another third 
in Swedish Match. Simultaneously, in America, whose mar 
ket Kreuger had recently described as "the greatest in the 
world and the one to which concerns of international scope 
must turn for future issues," IMCO offered fifty million 
dollars' worth of sinking-fund convertible debentures; they 
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were promptly oversubscribed, and most of the proceeds 
were used to finance the big loan to France. In 1928 he came 
up with his own version of the participating debenture. It 
was devised with the help of no less a personage than the 
Foreign Minister of Sweden, Eliel Lofgren, who was also 
a crack lawyer, and its purpose was to avoid the heavy taxa 
tion on shares of stock in Sweden that even non-Swedish 
holders of securities had to pay. The new debenture was 
more like a bond that paid interest but was not subject to 
taxation. The idea worked splendidly, and, with the help of 
thirty-seven banks in seven countries, Kreuger & Toll put 
out sixteen million dollars' worth of new debentures in 1928 
and another whopping eighteen million dollars' worth the 
next year. Many were sold in America, where they were 
deemed gilt-edged, in contrast to England, where they were 
considered highly speculative and where Kreuger wisely 
pushed his much safer Swedish Match issues instead. By 
this time he was engaging in widespread "supporting oper 
ations," paying various agents bonuses or giving them re 
bates to push the sales of all his stocks, and he took up an 
increasing amount of them himself, giving only his notes 
or pledges, which meant that money reported as having been 
received was not, in fact, on hand. 

Yet the quotations kept soaring. At the start of 1929, 
when Kreuger & Toll's securities were the most widely dis 
tributed securities in the world, its common shares were 
selling at 730 per cent of par (100) and convertible deben 
tures at 863 per cent, and the company's dividends were at 
30 per cent while those of Swedish Match were at 16 per 
cent. Kreuger seemed to be of two minds about these astro 
nomical figures. With a mixture of pride and cynicism, he 
remarked: "I've built my enterprise on the firmest ground 
that can be found the foolishness of people." One after 
noon in Paris Cederschi'old found him smilingly shaking 
his head over the day's stock sheets and softly murmuring: 
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"They're crazy, completely crazy." But when Cederschi'old 
asked: "Do you think we should sell?" Kreuger looked up 
and answered: "No, they'll be more crazy." At the same 
time, however, he was getting a little uneasy. Privately he 
had begun to refer to the American financiers as "unsteady" 
and "careless," and, changing his earlier tune, he predicted 
that they would soon be overtaken again by their more con 
servative and canny counterparts in England, "It is risky," 
he said early in 1929, "to introduce securities in Wall Street, 
because once the New York operators start working on 
paper their quotations lose all relationship to real value." 

It was typical of Kreuger, and scarcely anything for the 
Americans to look back on with pride, that at the same time 
he was twitting them and becoming a little fearful, too, of 
their wild and woolly methods, he kept trying to get as 
much out of America as he could while the getting was still 
good. The climax of his operations came, as did the climax 
of so many others, in that historic month of October 1929. 
His response was unique. Formidable advertisements ap 
peared on October 23 in New York announcing a vast new 
Kreuger issue at twenty-four dollars per American certifi 
cate. The next day was Black Thursday, the first day of the 
big crash, when thirteen million shares changed hands. Two 
days later, on October 26, Kreuger astonished the whole 
world of finance. He announced that he would go ahead 
with previously disclosed plans to lend Germany one hun 
dred and twenty-five million dollars at six per cent in return 
for a monopoly on both the manufacture and distribution 
of matches in the Reich for a period of from thirty-two to 
fifty years. 

Kreuger was as sanguine about the economic future of 
Germany as he had been about France's. The political out 
look didn't faze him in New York he played up the need 
to grant the loan as a means of defeating Hitler and avoiding 
war, while in Europe he let it be known that he thought 
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Hitler might be a stabilizing influence. But his real reason 
for offering Germany so much money for a simple match 
monopoly was fear of new Russian competition, which now 
loomed as the only block to his complete control of the 
world's match markets. 



: 2 : 

The story of Kreuger's relations with the Russians forms an 
intriguing subplot that runs all though his remarkable his 
tory. He had always been fascinated by the opportunities 
in Russia it will be recalled that as early as 1912, a year 
after he incorporated Kreuger & Toll as a contracting con 
cern, he had set up a building subsidiary in Leningrad; he 
had also bought some Russian real estate. The Revolution 
had interrupted his plan to establish a Russian branch of his 
new match business. After selling the Bolsheviks some cheap 
surplus matches and some matchmaking machinery in the 
immediate post-war period, he had had little to do with the 
Russians. When Lenin abandoned his policy of militant 
Communism and made overtures for foreign economic and 
technical help, Kreuger had been among those approached, 
and he could have either shared in Russian match produc 
tion and distribution in return for a loan, supervised the in 
dustry for a fee, or operated the Russian export business in 
matches for a profit. But he had had more pressing business 
elsewhere, and had chosen to wait and confine his Russian 
activity, for the moment, to obtaining aspen wood in that 
country and trying to sell more Swedish matches there. 

By the beginning of 1926, however, Russian competition 
in matches had grown and Kreuger had begun to be dis 
turbed about it. Through die Soviet ambassador in Paris, 
Krassin, with whom he had become quite friendly, he let 
it be known that he was ready to give Russia a loan in re- 
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turn for a match monopoly. Long-range dickering proved 
inconclusive, and he decided to go to Moscow himself. 
Traveling as an ordinary tourist, he entered via Finland and 
soon found that he was being followed by agents of the 
OGPU, the secret police. The terms offered him in Moscow 
were much tougher than he had been led to expect, so he 
remained in Russia only seven days and afterward described 
his mission as "a tourist trip for my birthday." He visited 
Christ Cathedral in Moscow and dropped a thousand-ruble 
note in the collection box, charmed the hotel folk with his 
generosity, and joked with minor bureaucrats "It's a 
shame, Comrade Kreuger, that you're not on our side," one 
of them remarked but the higher-ups, it appeared, wanted 
no part of him. Maxim Litvinov, then Foreign Minister, de 
clared privately: "I cannot see how in any way he can be of 
use to us. He represents those American circles with which 
we can hardly be in agreement." 

After Kreuger's loan operations were stepped up in 
Europe, and especially after the Russians got wind of his 
negotiations for a big, bolstering loan to France, which 
naturally was a threat to the French Communists, they re 
versed their field and tried to lure him back into direct ne 
gotiations with them as an alternative. Early in 1927, after 
some conversations with Russian agents in Paris "It was 
like buying a rug in a bazaar," one of Kreuger's Paris aides 
noted new negotiations came to a head in Berlin. The 
Russians, needing money for machinery, expressed willing 
ness to give Kreuger what was tantamount to a match mo 
nopoly under certain conditions for forty million dollars, 
but again it was his turn to waver. In effect, he had, at this 
delicate point, to choose between Russia and France, and 
he chose France. The English, as well as the French poli 
ticians, objected to his making any arrangement with the 
Communists, while the attitude in America was that no deal 
with Moscow should even be considered which was not 
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accompanied by an agreement to settle the outstanding 
debts to the West inherited from the Tsarist regime. (It is 
interesting to note that Kreuger made a successful specula 
tion in Tsarist bonds at this time, under the impetus of the 
stir he had himself created.) 

The sessions in Berlin marked the end of actual negotia 
tions between Kreuger and the Communists, and then began 
an ulterior effort on the part of the Russians to lure him into 
a position of financial embarrassment. Wherever Kreuger 
sought to obtain new concessions and monopolies, as in 
Estonia and Latvia, Russian competition made him pay 
heavily for them. Following the successful execution of his 
French loan, the Russians sent one of their cleverest inter 
national agents, A. M. Fuschman, to see him, with instruc 
tions to offer control of the whole Russian match industry 
as security against an eighty-million-dollar Kreuger loan; 
Kreuger was also to be offered the match export business of 
the country, so that there would be a division of spoils 
amounting to a world monopoly. But the real purpose of the 
Communists now was to get Kreuger deep in debt on the 
eve of the depression they were predicting. 

As Kreuger already dominated the world market in 
matches, he rejected the partnership suggestion. Fuschman 
was reportedly so taken with Kreuger, however, that he 
later tried to get Stalin to change his tactics. Stalin bluntly 
refused and according to the former Russian Counselor of 
Legation in Stockholm, S. Dmitrievsky said to Fuschman: 
"It is not in our interest to encourage and favor the Swede. 
On the contrary, we must bind him and make him harmless. 
He is a danger for us." In what amounted to a broad re 
taliatory gesture, Kreuger grandly offered to lend the Rus 
sians as much as a billion dollars if they would grant him 
monopolies in sugar, tea, and tobacco as well as matches, 
plus some mining rights and acknowledgment of the Tsar 
ist debts. Kreuger could never have raised the money if this 
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bluff had been called, but it was not. Stalin snorted back the 
expected answer that he was being asked to surrender to 
capitalism. The gauntlet had been thrown, and picked up. 

The Germans had been worried about both the Russians 
and Kreuger for some time. They had been curtailing their 
match production for a number of years because it out 
stripped demand, but the Russians had kept shipping 
cheaper matches of fairly good quality into Germany. A 
monopoly and an import ban seemed the only solution, even 
though it would put Kreuger, who already controlled two 
thirds of the German match factories, in a more dominant 
position than ever. When he offered the Germans as much 
as one hundred and twenty-five million dollars, they de 
cided to go ahead and establish a sales-and-trade monopoly 
in which they and Kreuger shared equally. They would let 
him keep his factories, and try to control him through the 
administration of the monopoly. Kreuger was more than 
satisfied to achieve this degree of state protection against the 
encroaching Russians, and he was also intrigued by the idea 
of "rationalizing" the industry of yet another major coun 
try and thereby adding to his own power. 

At the same time, it is undeniable that, even though he 
believed firmly that the Continent's economic welfare de 
pended on a strong Reich, whether under the Nazis or the 
Social Democrats, he would not have made so large a loan 
had he not been so afraid of Moscow. To the degree that 
the loan helped break Kreuger's back by forcing him hence 
forth to search desperately for funds to pay off the bankers 
in Sweden and America who helped finance it, the Russians 
would achieve their aim. Though the German monopoly 
contract closed the Reich's match business to the Russians, 
they kept pushing the sale of matches wherever they could, 
at about half the price of Kreuger's, and often at no profit 
to them. It was an economic war to the finish. 

In the campaign to destroy Kreuger, who now became 
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the capitalist ogre personified, the Communists brought out 
their biggest propaganda weapons. Even the muses were 
called in* Ilya Ehrenburg, the novelist, who had been in 
poor standing with Moscow in the late twenties, was given 
a chance to redeem himself by writing what amounted to 
a fictional tract about Kreuger. He responded nobly, though 
with more prescience than style. After visiting Stockholm 
to study the picture at first hand, he wrote a novel called 
The United Front in Russian, which was translated into 
Swedish and then into English as The Most Sacred Belong 
ings. Its protagonist, a Swedish capitalist named Sven Olsson, 
a match king and world financier, has no thought for the 
welfare of mankind but only for money-making and power. 
One section of a chapter entitled "Intermezzo" reads, in 
part: 

Olsson walked across the Kurfiirstendamm and every 
one smiled at him. The people strolling here were in a 
leisurely mood, the more so since the hour was propi 
tious the banks were closed, the cocottes had not yet 
begun to work. Only the matchsellers were busy, giv 
ing a little variety to the crowd. There went a blind 
man, walking straight ahead and gently tapping the 
pavement with the iron ferrule of his stick. His milky 
blue eyes were ghastly, no one dared look at them. He 
strode among ladies and fox terriers like a terrible 
warning. Yet he attacked nobody. He did not threaten 
reprisals. He only cried in a piteous voice: 

"Matches, matches . . ." 

In a doorway yonder a lump of flesh. Instead of 
legs, short stumps. Who had planted him down so 
oddly Mother Nature or the great god Mars? He lay 
in the mud like the stump of a cigar. This clod too cried 
out in a nasal tone: 

"Matches, matches . . ." 
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Additional beggars accost Olsson, who "listened involuntar 
ily as though he were being called by name; matches and 
himself were they not one and the same thing? He mused 
he was linked with all these miserable wretches a pre 
posterous connection for did not he, as they, live only 
on matches?" Olsson continues "the wretched creatures 
would not let him alone" and finally accepts a few match 
boxes and hands out coins in return. "With professional in 
terest" he tries a match. "It was only made with poplar 
wood, indeed, but was not any worse than the Russian 
aspen. The future might be faced with confidence. Reso 
lutely and self -assuredly, Olsson continued his walk. Today 
he had contended not with Moscow, but with death, and, 
as always, he had conquered." 

No one who read the novel could possibly have had any 
doubts as to whom the protagonist was intended to repre 
sent. What makes the quoted passage astonishing is a para 
graph in a letter Kreuger wrote to a friend some time before 
the book's publication there was absolutely no way Ehren- 
burg could have found out about it in which Kreuger de 
scribes leaving a cabaret in Berlin late one night. "On the 
way home we were accosted by a lot of beggars," he says. 
"There have never been so many beggars in Germany. And 
it is going to be worse. It was really rather horrible they 
all offered me matches and I gave each of them money 
for my own goods. ... As a matter of fact, I had never 
thought of these people before, selling my matches. . . ." 
Ehrenburg's Olsson, at the end of the novel, has a break 
down in a resort near Stockholm, returns to Paris, and" dies 
there alone in his apartment from a heart attack. Even in 
this respect, life and death would imitate art. 

Kreuger had always been fond of quoting Napoleon's 
definition of happiness "the ability to see the difficulties 
gather at the same time that you can conquer them" and 
he must have thought of it even as he was playing to the 
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hilt his role as a European benefactor. His sole condition to 
giving Germany the money was that she ratify the Young 
Plan on Reparations before May 30, 1930. The possibility 
of a prolonged depression didn't seem to worry him un 
duly, and when Cederschi'old visited him in Stockholm in 
November 1929 he predicted that "the crisis" might last 
nine months. When Cedersch'iold inquired: "Don't you 
think it will be difficult to get all the money for the Ger 
man loan?" Kreuger replied, with his usual bland smile: 
"There's plenty of time a lot will happen before then." 

A lot would happen Kreuger would go further out on 
a limb and prepare his doom, but first Germany would get 
the promised sum, and even more, from the remarkable 
Swede. As infatuated with him as ever, the American bank 
ers had already agreed to take over fifty million dollars of 
the big loan, and the worshipful Donald Durant had even 
declared that the Lee, Higginson partners had "high hopes, 
some time in the future, of using the German loan as a bril 
liant excuse for [another] secured debenture issue." The 
rest of the loan was to be the responsibility of Kreuger & 
Toll and Swedish Match. The payments were to be made 
in two installments, one of seventy-five million at the end 
of August 1930 and the rest at the end of May 1931, but 
the Germans were so anxious to get the money to pay un 
employment benefits that an international banking syndi 
cate headed by Lee, Higginson discounted the total amount 
and paid it in the spring of 1930. Kreuger, of course, still 
had the responsibility of raising the money on schedule. 

For the moment, Kreuger was the hero of heroes, and his 
reputation soared to its topmost point early in 1930, when 
he was invited to come to the second Hague Conference to 
arrange with the creditor powers and Germany the relation 
ship between reparations payments and the servicing of the 
big new match loan. In his grandest gesture, one that for the 
first time made his lieutenants wonder if he had lost his sanity, 
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Kreuger not only agreed to refrain from financing a new 
capital issue of his own until after the floating of the Young 
Loan a two-hundred-million-dollar advance to Germany 
from governments and banking houses in Europe and Amer 
ica but also promised to take a thirty-million-dollar share 
of that loan himself. French leaders, led by Paul Reynaud 
and Andre Tardieu, declared rapturously that he had saved 
Europe from collapse. More importantly for Kreuger, the 
French prematurely redeemed their seventy-five-million- 
dollar loan in April 1930 at the callable rate of no, which 
meant a large capital gain for him and enough cash to meet 
his first payment to Germany. Even in the staid financial 
circles of London the Swedish financier was praised to the 
skies by men such as Keynes and Sir Arthur Salter, while 
in New York the gentlemen who had supported him for so 
long were certain he would weather the storm; with pride 
they pointed out that Kreuger stocks had reacted much less 
sharply than most others to the original impact of the mar 
ket crash. 

This is one of the rare rimes in Kreuger's life when suc 
cess seems to have made him actually heady. As usual, how 
ever, he celebrated in his own peculiar fashion. One night 
during the final loan negotiations he left his Berlin apartment 
about eight o'clock and went across to the Hotel Adlon 
nearby. Momentarily disregarding his dietary proscriptions, 
he ordered a collection of his favorite dishes a chocolate 
souffle, caviar and crackers, bouillon and ice cream, in that 
order. Then he went back to the apartment, telephoned 
Inge Hassler in Stockholm, and asked his old-time mistress 
to play the piano to him over the phone. At his request, she 
rendered several thousand kroner' worth of Russian melo 
dies. The evening after the successful Hague meeting he 
hastened back to Paris and solemnized the event more tan 
gibly with one of his newer girls there. If he had any pri 
vate fears of what was to come, he didn't show it. Undoubt- 
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edly he knew that he had gone much too far to turn back. 
Embarked on the greatest bluff of his career, he now had to 
risk an attempt to raise more money in a collapsing world 
to pay off his pledges. As long as the Americans continued 
to help, he thought he could save himself. If he failed, an 
other way out was always available. Years ago, walking 
through a park in Stockholm with Inge, he had told her that 
the day he knew his life work was destroyed he would put 
a bullet through his heart. 



CHAPTER 7 



The Beginning 
of the End 



ECONOMISTS have summarized the practices and institutions 
of the twenties which built up to inevitable collapse and led 
to the long depression of the thirties. Among the many con 
tributing factors were an uneven distribution of income; an 
uncohesive banking structure that created a disastrous chain 
effect of failures once the crisis began; an imbalance of in 
ternational trade which, on top of the burden of war debts 
and other obligations due America, forced European nations 
to disgorge their gold and then, when that ran out, to default 
on a large scale; and a loose and flagrantly uncontrolled cor 
porate system that proliferated wildly and was easily plun 
dered. When the boom broke, however, what specifically 
destroyed most men was the lack of liquidity. Beyond fixed 
capital assets, liquidity represents financial fuel. Its attributes 
are temporal, and the rime concept is as vital in the realms 
of finance and economics as in physics. 

In the case of Ivar Kreuger, liquidity was basic to his very 
structure. Through his loans to countries in distress, he in- 
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curred steady long-term obligations, and the rate of repay 
ment to him was spread out over many years. While the 
getting was good, he was obtaining the money for his loans 
by borrowing, in effect, from investors in America, and 
what he did not use for his big match deals he reinvested 
generally on an optimistic schedule. When the crash took 
place and the crisis was prolonged, he was trapped by the 
collapse of the whole structure of international payments. 
The effect was that of the proverbial rolling snowball. 
Banks in America found themselves with unpaid short-term 
debts owed them in Europe. The lack of an adequate tax 
reserve that might have compensated for the general short 
age of funds aggravated the tight money situation in the 
United States. As the liquidity of the banks diminished, they 
denied funds to their customers, large and small; in the sum 
mer of 1929 brokers' loans, about half of which came from 
banks, exceeded seven billion dollars, so the denial of fresh 
funds had an immediate catastrophic effect on the millions 
of investors who had plunged in the market on margin 
buying, among other stocks, the seemingly sound and at 
tractive issues of Kreuger & Toll and IMCO. The brokers 
raised the margin levels and the whole false picture began 
to crack. In time, of course, having liquidated their custom 
ers, many of the banks would be liquidated themselves. 

While prosperity had lasted and money was readily avail 
able, Kreuger's system had worked beautifully and, as we 
have seen, he had consistently bewitched and bewildered his 
friends and supporters in New York with personal charm 
and glowing declarations, backed up by constant fresh out 
pourings of dividends. Through 1930 he more or less sat 
tight and managed to hold his own, predicting, as did many 
others, that the crisis would soon end. By the spring of 193 1, 
however, his far-flung group of companies was feeling the 
impact of the world financial collapse. Such assets as Kreu 
ger owned were, for the most part, in countries whose cur- 
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rency was weak and sometimes blocked, whereas he owed 
dollars to these same nations. His predicament could no 
longer be hidden from his associates, among whom he had 
for so long cultivated his reputation as a man of mystery 
who perforce had to keep his accounts to himself and his 
affairs in his head. 

A number of his co-workers began to fear that he had 
lent out too much and borrowed too much. To them his 
continued expansion in a period of rapidly declining values 
seemed dangerous. Kreuger knew, however, that to pull in 
his horns, even to cut his dividends, was impossible it 
would start rumors that could lead to embarrassing inquiries 
so, instead of retrenching, he determined to push ahead 
harder than ever. As the response to his newest stock issues 
lagged, he supported them himself in what investigators 
afterward said "can only be described as 'bucket shop' con 
ditions," and at the same time he kept expanding and en 
gaging in "an orgy of financial ventures" that included the 
secret purchase of more stock in American match com 
panies, of real estate in Paris, and of various European 
brokerage houses. Through undercover representatives he 
increased his speculations in an effort to get his hands on 
some ready cash. 

His chief problem was to find enough money to pay back 
the bankers who had raised the millions for the loan to Ger 
many and to cover another loan of thirty-two million dol 
lars to Poland, which he had reluctantly made in 1930 to 
maintain his ten-year hold on a monopoly there. Though 
not a Nazi sympathizer, he now let it be openly known in 
financial circles that he felt the election of Hitler might sta 
bilize conditions all over Europe. As the economic and polit 
ical outlook grew more uncertain each week, however, 
Kreuger's plight worsened, and soon it became common 
knowledge that the Match King was feeling the pinch. Sev 
eral astute bankers in Europe who had followed his career 
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closely began to have real qualms about his general financial 
condition. "I had never quite understood where he made all 
his money anyway," Jacob Wallenberg recalls, in looking 
back over this period, "but even though I hadn't been able 
to make sense out of his profit-and-loss statements, he ap 
parently had been quite liquid around 1927, before the over- 
lending and overborrowing began. By 193 1, however, when 
it was pretty obvious he needed money, I was particularly 
puzzled by the fact that he still showed a big cash reserve in 
some of his companies and in some banks, including a bank 
in Danzig." 

What Wallenberg did not know, any more than did 
Kreuger's own accountants, was that this private Danzig 
bank, like a number of others he owned, had no cash at all 
and was just a dummy. Kreuger was now using it as part of 
his scheme to free real funds for speculation, taking them 
out of bona-fide accounts and pretending to deposit diem in 
Danzig and elsewhere. Even though Wallenberg and his 
family had seldom dealt with Kreuger, they still respected 
him as a compatriot who had helped put Sweden on the map 
of big-time finance, but some non-Swedish banking ex 
perts were by now less charitable in their opinions. The 
German financial expert Hjalmar Schacht thought Kreu 
ger was "too much of a visionary." In Holland the directors 
of Mahler's Bank, who had had some dealings with Kreuger, 
suddenly announced that they were breaking with him be 
cause they had not received a satisfactory reply to an in 
quiry. And in Switzerland the well-known banker and the 
oretician Felix Somary predicted privately to a prominent 
German official at the start of the year that the world crisis 
would not end until three major events took place: a bank 
ing collapse in Austria and Germany, the renunciation by 
England of the gold standard, and the bankruptcy of Ivar 
Kreuger. 

Such a prophecy of doom, if it had been voiced publicly, 
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would surely have dismayed and frightened millions, from 
Bangkok to Brooklyn. It would also have been tantamount 
to slandering Kreuger personally, though he could scarcely 
have dared contest it. His mounting indebtedness alone 
might have started a panic had it been generally known. In 
Sweden, at the end of 1930, he owed his chief supporters, 
the Scandinaviska bank in Stockholm, more than two hun 
dred million kroner (about fifty million dollars). In France, 
where he had been on friendly terms for years with a num 
ber of banks and where his credit had been progressively re 
newed, the stop sign had now gone out and no longer was 
money flowing. Faced with such a situation, Kreuger began 
to use any and all collateral he could get hold of, including 
government bonds issued on some of his earlier match 
loans which, by agreement, were supposed to stay put in 
certain banks or companies and not be pledged away unless 
replaced by something of equal value. He now took these 
and other securities, replaced them with lesser values or with 
none at all, and used them to get cash elsewhere. Fully aware 
of the danger and illegality of what he was doing, he saw no 
alternative. And, having operated for years on the principle 
that he was privileged and inviolate, that whatever he did 
today which wasn't quite legal could be fixed up tomorrow 
with no one knowing the difference, he thought he could 
still get away with it while he rode out the storm. 

Despite his large debt to it, his main source of funds con 
tinued to be the Scandinaviska bank, of which he now him 
self owned about ten per cent. The bank's officers, having 
gone along with him so far, concluded that they must go on 
helping him in the face of adversity because the bank's own 
security depended so largely on his solvency. His chief bul 
wark there remained Oscar Rydbeck, the old admiring 
friend he had carefully cultivated for nearly two decades. 
Rydbeck, beyond doubt, had a brilliant financial mind, but 
it was unfortunately handicapped by a weak and overgen- 
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erous nature. His chief virtue, from Kreuger's viewpoint, 
was his penchant for dreaming of great projects and leaving 
the details to others. He had continued to idolize Kreuger 
and loved to appear at important financial conferences on 
the Continent as the possessor of arcane knowledge of what 
Kreuger was up to. This suited Kreuger perfectly because 
the ever popular and esteemed Rydbeck was excellent win 
dow dressing, both at home and abroad. In a typical maneu 
ver, Kreuger had made him a member of the Kreuger & 
Toll board without even getting his consent. They had dis 
cussed the matter and, while Rydbeck had liked the idea, 
he had hesitated in view of what he deemed a proper re 
lationship between a banker and a speculative finance com 
pany. A decision had been left in abeyance, or so Rydbeck 
had surmised, but Kreuger suddenly confronted him one 
day with a fait accompli by announcing that he had just 
been elected. When Rydbeck demurred, Kreuger mur 
mured apologies about the "misunderstanding." As it would 
have been embarrassing all around for Rydbeck to resign, 
he stayed on the board, though he attended very few meet 
ings because Kreuger developed a habit of calling them 
when Rydbeck was traveling. The banker's consummate 
faith in his idol remained staunch until the very end, how 
ever, and it was primarily Rydbeck's urging that had led 
Scandinaviska to support the steady flow of stock issues in 
Kreuger's companies and to accept some of the fresh shares 
each time as collateral for more loans. By the end of March 
1931, with the help of more than twenty-five million dol 
lars obtained in America by the issuance of new debentures 
in Wall Street, Kreuger had managed to bring his debt to 
the bank down about two fifths, to thirty million dollars. 
Even so, the decline in the value of his collateral, especially 
of the shares in the Kreuger concerns, worried Rydbeck's 
fellow bank directors. For the first time it seemed that 
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Rydbeck's great faith in his man might not be enough to 
bolster that of the others, and Kreuger probably sensed it. 

: 2 : 

While Kreuger's predilection for adding a few zeroes to 
figures had scarcely bothered his conscience, he had never 
stooped to anything that could be called criminal per $e. He 
had often signed the name of someone in the office to a doc 
ument in fact, he kept the signatures of his principal asso 
ciates handily filed on ink stamps on his desk. Now, faced 
by the need to raise cash somehow, he performed a crude 
private counterfeiting drama involving outsiders. 

Summoning the assistant director of the Stockholm firm 
that had always prepared his stock certificates, and pledging 
the man to secrecy on the grounds of political expediency, 
Kreuger ordered the lithographing of forty-two Italian gov 
ernment bonds with a face value of five hundred thousand 
English pounds each, and of five additional promissory notes 
representing interest of a million and a half pounds each 
a total of a hundred and forty-two million dollars' worth 
of bonds and notes. Each bill and note was to bear the Italian 
coat of arms, and as a model Kreuger produced a small en 
velope on which the coat of arms was embossed. The bonds, 
when delivered to him, had the imprint of the coat of arms 
on top, the name of the Italian Monopoly Administration 
below it, followed by a few lines in English that represented 
them to be six-per-cent "treasury bills," with the interest 
payable at Barclay's Bank, Ltd., in London. Then came 
"Rome 15 August 1930," and the words "General Direc 
tor." In the lower left-hand corner was printed "Guaran- 
ted [sic] as to principal and interest by the Kingdom of 
Italy," and, after a space, "Minister of Finance." 
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As soon as he had received the bills, Kreuger locked him 
self in his private office on the top floor of the Match Palace 
in Stockholm and, working from genuine signatures he had 
obtained, forged in ink the names of "G. Boselli" as the 
"General Director" of the monopoly administration and of 
"A. Mosconi" as the "Minister of Finance." On the promis 
sory notes he forged Boselli's name alone. These forgeries 
provide perhaps the first indication that, despite his out 
ward calm, Kreuger was already a nervous and despairing 
man or it may have been that the flagrancy of his act 
nudged some buried kernel of guilt; in any event, he did 
something astonishingly careless for him: he spelled Boselli 
three different ways on the forty-seven documents. After he 
had finished his forgery, he locked the bills and notes in his 
private safe with a certificate of deposit which he drew up. 
Under the terms set forth in the certificate, the Interna 
tional Match Corporation in New York was to acquire 
ninety per cent of the shares of the Italian match monopoly 
by the end of 1935. The bonds were then to stand as secu 
rity against a large loan to Italy though no definite figure 
was mentioned, it was later rumored to be somewhere be 
tween seventy-five and a hundred and twenty-five million 
dollars. 

Despite Kreuger's brazen manufacture of these bonds, the 
history of his dealings with Italy was at least partially legit 
imate, and the forgeries later became a much-debated issue. 
He had started buying up Italian match factories in 1925, 
and by the end of 1926 he had collected fifteen of them. 
Thereupon he had offered Mussolini a sizable loan in return 
for an official monopoly, but the Italians had said they didn't 
need the money. Rebuffed, Kreuger had begun to buy into 
the government monopoly, which controlled sales but not 
production, and he had ultimately purchased a third of the 
shares of its component factories. Simultaneously, working 
through a secret agent in Italy, he had bought up more man- 
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ufacturing plants. He was then ready to make a fresh pitch 
at Mussolini. In October 1930 he left Paris, ostensibly to do 
some business in Hungary, and only his personal secretary 
in France, Baron Kurt von Drachenf els, who arranged the 
visas, knew that he intended also to go to Italy. "I had never 
heard him be so secretive about anything," Drachenfels aft 
erward said. 

Kreuger entered Italy unobtrusively from the north and 
went directly to Florence, where he stayed at the home of a 
friend, Count Constantini. Giovanni Boselli, the Italian 
monopoly director, and Antonio Mosconi, the finance min 
ister, met ijim there to discuss a loan in return for a com 
bined match-and-telephone monopoly. The Italians needed 
money at this time to finance a naval rearmament program, 
but, according to their subsequent statements, they could 
not agree with Kreuger on specific terms. After his death 
they produced a copy of a letter Boselli had supposedly 
written to Kreuger on December 23, 1930 (the original was 
never found in Kreuger's files, and some of Kreuger's aides 
maintained that the Italian version was a fake), that read: 

Sir: I am in receipt of your letter of the 1 2th inst. I note 
that you prefer to wait on account of the present finan 
cial situation. In view of this and also in view of the 
mendacious talk that has occurred, I am compelled to 
inform you that we do not wish to continue the nego 
tiations. These are therefore terminated. I am, Sir, your 
humble servant, G. Boselli. 

The "mendacious talk" ostensibly referred to gossip in 
France, with whom Italy was engaged in a bitter rearma 
ment dispute, that Kreuger was arranging large French 
credits and planned to use them for his Italian venture. As 
Mussolini himself afterward put it in firmly denying that 
Italy ever got any Kreuger money, "Even if we were dying 
of starvation, we'd never take a lira as a loan from France." 
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Whether or not this proud belated declaration was the 
whole truth and nothing but the truth never was settled. 
Kreuger's defenders, when he was no longer around to tes 
tify himself, insisted that he had indeed given Mussolini 
some money secretly. Some neutral observers, including a 
British naval source, also believed that this was likely, for 
the Italians did do some expensive naval building in 1931, 
apparently with outside funds. The records of international 
payments do not indicate that there were any large transfers 
at the time, but Kreuger could have handed the money to 
Mussolini clandestinely, or he could have turned back some 
of his lira profits from the Italian match business. In any 
event, no one denied that negotiations had taken place in the 
fall of 1930. Nor was there any denying that the bonds were 
forged. 

On previous occasions, as part of his effort to inflate his 
position, Kreuger had calmly chosen to assume that an un- 
concluded deal, or even one that had proved abortive, was 
as good as sealed, and he had gone ahead and extrapolated 
its value freely. His friends later argued that the Italian deal 
was a valid projection and that the bonds, even if fabricated, 
were simply "a kind of bookkeeping voucher for a claim 
he actually had," but, as no one offered proof that terms had 
been agreed on or that any money had changed hands, this 
was at best presumptive. Kreuger's purpose in forging the 
bonds, it would appear, was threefold: he wanted to manu 
facture collateral that he could use for raising the cash he 
so desperately needed; he wanted to tell his American asso 
ciates that they had just obtained another huge "secret" 
monopoly; and he wanted evidence to convince his own 
bankers and accountants that he was better off than they 
had begun to suspect. 

For the moment, the last of these reasons was the most im 
portant. Late in the hectic spring of 1931 Kreuger's assist- 
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ants were trying to close the 1930 books of the Swedish 
Match Company, of Kreuger & Toll, and of various sub 
sidiaries. Sigurd Hennig, the chief Swedish Match account 
ant, was vainly seeking to trace Kreuger's shifts of assets 
and collateral among his many concerns. He was especially 
confused about the constant transfer of assets from Kreuger 
& Toll to Kreuger's personal account, and he was disturbed 
by the fact that Kreuger now owed his own company more 
than one hundred million dollars. Kreuger had been evasive 
and vague whenever Hennig had brought the subject up, 
and Hennig mentioned his predicament to one of the top 
directors of Kreuger & Toll, Erik Sjostrom. When he 
showed Sjostrom a preliminary list of intercompany claims 
and debts, that very worried, nervous man, who later went 
totally crazy, cried out hysterically: "Well, I have always 
said we're all heading for hell! " That scarcely quieted Hen- 
nig's fears, but after they had talked the matter over further 
and figured that Kreuger owned a number of things that 
weren't listed on the books yet, including a gold mine in 
northern Sweden, Hennig felt a little better. However, he 
again approached Kreuger with questions about the con 
stant shifting of assets, and this time Kreuger became testy. 

"There must be something wrong here, Hennig," he said. 
"The money can't have run away, can it?" 

He then explained that during 1930 he had invested in 
many new enterprises, and he mentioned French real estate 
and his secret match holdings in America, which now in 
cluded more than five million dollars' worth of Diamond 
Match Company stock and six million worth of the Ohio 
Match Company's. 

Hennig, with more nerve than either he or anyone else 
in the organization had ever demonstrated before in address 
ing Kreuger, suggested that there were still some untrace- 
able assets in the books. Why, he wondered, had a claimed 
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item of no less than four hundred million francs' worth of 
French bonds been deposited in a small and seemingly in 
significant Dutch bank that Kreuger owned? 

Kreuger flushed. "That bank is a good bank," he declared 
heatedly. "Besides, the French bonds have been sold." 

Hennig had no way of knowing that they had never even 
been deposited in the bank, which was just about as "good" 
as the phony one in Danzig. Kreuger had simply obtained a 
deposit slip from the bank's director, whom he had of course 
appointed, to substantiate his claim that he owned a lot more 
of the bonds than he had ever had. Politely, Hennig added 
that some of the other accountants were also worried about 
the disposition of assets, and now, for one of the few times 
in his life, Kreuger really lost his temper. 

"Is this a conspiracy against me?" he shouted. "Have you 
all joined in an attack against me?" Then, calming himself, 
he fixed Hennig with a long, hard stare. 

The stare worked. Hennig placatingly explained that he 
simply wanted to help Kreuger out in every way he could 
and that of course there was no thought of a plot. 

Kreuger thereupon threw out his new trump card. With 
a great air of mystery, he confided that he also owned 
"twenty-one million pounds of Italian state bonds" repre 
senting "a big secret deal" with Mussolini. He did not ac 
tually show the bonds to the shrewd Hennig, who might 
have caught on to them, but a few days later he did bring 
them out when Anton Wendler, the far less sharp auditor 
for Kreuger & Toll, visited him to determine how to arrange 
Kreuger's private debts so as to put the Kreuger & Toll 
statement "in a decent and good position." Wendler figured 
that some seven million pounds were needed to balance the 
company books, and Kreuger went to his safe, took out the 
Italian bonds, and let Wendler count them in order to prove 
that he had the necessary money, and more. Kreuger then 
locked the bonds away again, and Wendler went away 
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happy and wrote seven million pounds' worth of "foreign 
bonds" into his books. 

For the moment, Kreuger could breathe more easily. He 
had mollified his own staff by means of his brazen forgery, 
and in extreme confidence he told Rydbeck that he had just 
made one of the largest deals of his life. When an English 
match director suggested that, in view of some disturbing 
rumors going around, it might be wise to submit the inter 
company books to an independent audit, Kreuger stared him 
down, as he had done Hennig, and asked blandly: "Do you 
think I'm a crook?" 

Serious problems still remained, but Rydbeck, despite his 
fellow directors' doubts about Kreuger, managed to arrange 
another thirty-five-million-dollar loan from the Scandina- 
viska bank in April. The other directors' hesitancy was 
dissipated when the Swedish Riksbank, the government 
bank which had been disinclined to lend money to Kreuger 
directly because he was a private person, agreed to redis 
count the loan. Kreuger's next big problem was to raise 
enough cash to pay interest due in July on Kreuger & Toll 
debentures, and for this he was now prepared to make a 
highly unusual and, as it turned out, fatal deal in New York. 



Unlike the handful of bankers in Sweden and on the Con 
tinent who had begun to voice private fears about Kreuger's 
solvency, no one in America in the dark spring of 193 1 had 
any idea how shaky his foundation already was and how 
frantic his efforts to repair it were becoming. He was still 
regarded so highly in New York that his quoted words of 
confidence were like a tonic amid the prevailing gloom. 

Early in May, while Kreuger was bluffing his accountants 
in Stockholm with his fabricated Italian bonds, he had sent a 
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laconic cablegram to Sosthenes Behn, the president of the 
International Telephone & Telegraph Company, that had 
caused a quick stir of excitement in the offices of the big 
private communications firm at 67 Broad Street. The unex 
pected message declared that if I.T.T. still wanted to make 
a deal it had broached two or three times during the past 
year or so, Kreuger, who had not been interested before, 
was now prepared to come to New York to discuss it. What 
was involved was a possible partial merger of I.T.T. with 
the L. M. Ericsson Telephone Company of Sweden, the 
large phone organization that Kreuger had begun buying 
into in 1927 and whose remaining stock he had purchased 
in 1930, looking ahead to creating a European telephone 
monopoly to correspond to his match empire. 

Though the depression had thoroughly settled in, Behn 
and his associates were anxious to expand their operations 
abroad, looking to the future, and after they had talked the 
matter over with some partners of J. P. Morgan & Co., their 
bankers since 1925, Kreuger's suggestion for further dis 
cussion was accepted. He, in turn, had let it be known that 
he would come to New York as soon as he could. 

Certain circumstances affecting the prospective merger 
serve to underline Kreuger's predicament and indicate that 
he must have sensed danger even in broaching it. A long 
time exception to the host of his adulators in the United 
States had been the staid house of Morgan, some of whose 
cautious members regarded him with skepticism and with 
mild disapprobation that was partly pique. They felt that 
too little was known about him, that while his profits had 
steadily risen, and with them his dividends, which had re 
mained high even after the 1929 crash, his vastly ramified 
organization was too secret in its methods of operation and 
too much of a one-man show. Their annoyance had sprung 
from the fact that he had continued to lend some govern 
ments money at rates of interest much lower than they, or 
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any private bankers, had done previously and what partic 
ularly rankled was the case of France, where Kreuger's loan 
had enabled the French to pay off their earlier loan from 
Morgan ahead of schedule, which had been tantamount to 
twisting the tail of the tough old Morgan tiger. 

Nothing has ever prevented bankers and businessmen, 
even if they have been standoffish about each other, from 
getting together on a worth-while deal Nevertheless, in 
the light of this special background, and as Morgan's close 
relationship with I.T.T. was further demonstrated by the 
presence of two Morgan senior partners on the I.T.T. board, 
Kreuger's cable to Behn may seem rather surprising. Re 
versing his decision to keep complete control of the phone 
company in Sweden, it reveals that in his search for fresh 
cash here, instead of resorting to his usual source, Lee, Hig- 
ginson & Co., he was willing to approach tough-minded 
strangers who were sure to ask sharp questions about cer 
tain phases of his operation which no one had dared ask be 
fore. The depression, however, was making many a man 
compromise, and, whatever they had thought of Kreuger 
before, Behn and Morgan did not suspect that he was hav 
ing real difficulties if they had, they would undoubtedly 
have refrained from dealing with him. 

Kreuger showed up in New York late in May. The city, 
as always, had a salutary effect on him, and from the moment 
of his arrival he seemed to be his old suave and imperturb 
able self. He discussed the world situation coolly, and 
pointed out the importance of improving the international 
credit structure and of stimulating new investments. He 
traveled down to Washington and talked over these and 
other matters with a fellow engineer, President Herbert 
Hoover. Back in New York, he confidentially told Donald 
Durant at Lee, Higginson & Co. about the Italian affair, em 
phasizing that it would redound to the advantage of the In 
ternational Match Corporation. The deal could not be pub- 
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licly revealed yet because of the touchiness between Italy 
and France, Kreuger said, but he suggested that for the time 
being it should be listed by IMCO as an asset deriving from 
business with "Country X" one of the three countries re 
ferred to in his earlier "XYZ Memorandum." 

Privately, working through a number of his own people 
and outside agents, Kreuger stepped up his stock-market 
gambles. He had already lost about four million dollars in 
five months, most of which he had taken from a savings ac 
count maintained at the Chase Bank and dispersed among 
five different brokers. Now he opened new accounts with 
other brokers, putting up some of his own stock as security 
for loans and margin purchases. When one of his secret 
agents in Switzerland, who was playing the Wall Street 
market for Kreuger through a dummy company in Zurich, 
asked him if he didn't think enough of a loss had been sus 
tained and the account shouldn't be closed, Kreuger told 
him to "keep right on, because I expect conditions to 
change." Whether he really thought they would change or 
whether he was whistling in the dark, he was caught up by 
now in a wild speculative euphoria, and he seemed to enjoy 
the game he was playing, though it was frightening the wits 
out of his employees in New York who knew about it. 

The negotiations with Behn and the board of the Inter 
national Telephone and Telegraph Company lasted a fort 
night or more. Throughout the intricate discussions of terms 
Kreuger was represented solely by himself, and he aston 
ished the LT.T. people with his consummate ability as a 
hard, canny negotiator who combined stubbornness and pa 
tience to an inordinate degree. The fact that Kreuger 
wanted partly cash and partly LT.T. stock for his Ericsson 
stock, so that he could present the affair publicly as a merger 
rather than a sell-out on his part, made the transaction a 
difficult one to arrange. A few months before his death in 
1960, Edwin F. Chinlund, who at the time of the merger 
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talks had been controller and vice-president of LT.T., gave 
the author a personal account of the prolonged sessions and 
the arguments over details of the contract, and recalled 
particularly some of Kreuger's tactics. 

"We were anxious to make the deal, even though some 
felt we shouldn't push it through in bad times with short- 
term borrowed money/' Chinlund said. "The Swedes were 
tough competitors for us they were using equipment, for 
example, that weighed less than ours and could be readily 
replaced when it wore out, and we admired some of their 
research techniques. All in all, it seemed a good idea to pool 
our resources with theirs. We all had great respect for 
Kreuger's intelligence. I didn't realize then, as I found out 
later, that part of our admiration was prompted by one of 
his cleverest tricks. As the negotiations went on, Behn had 
to make certain from time to time that his bankers and board 
members who weren't present would go along with him, 
and he sometimes left our meetings with Kreuger for as 
much as an hour at a time. When he did that, Kreuger 
would stay and sit around, or maybe have lunch with us, 
and he'd invariably talk at length about some subject that he 
would unobtrusively bring up or pick up from what some 
one else had said and expound on so thoroughly, and with 
such an obvious wealth of information, that we would be 
astonished at the knowledge he had in his head and his 
great memory for facts and statistics. I decided one day 
that Pd check him on details I think it had to do with 
Hungary's economic and financial condition and I was 
amazed to find out that he had been right about every last 
decimal point and conclusion. Less than a year later, in 
Stockholm, I discovered from one of his business associates 
how he did it. The night before an important meeting, he 
would look up a lot of information on a specific subject 
and then simply make sure the subject came up the next 
day. I'm positive he used the same trick when he spoke 
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with President Hoover and other statesmen, as well as with 
his American banker friends. 

"He had another neat trick too. When we reached a point 
in our contract discussions when it -was apparent the next 
word should be up to him, he would slowly take out a cig 
arette, tap the end of it on the table for several minutes, 
slowly light it, then twirl it around in his fingers and squeeze 
the tobacco out of the unlit end before he finally tore the 
end off or crunched the cigarette out. The whole process 
might take five minutes or more, and then he might repeat 
it. Nine times out of ten, someone else would break the si 
lence by saying something that would somehow modify the 
type of answer Kreuger gave. His poise was tremendous. 
Toward the end of the negotiations there were six contrac 
tual points that one of our directors brought up on which 
we wanted his consent to make changes. There he was, in 
really desperate need of the money we were to give him 
though we didn't know at the time how desperate he was, 
of course and yet, when Behn sent me to see him, he re 
mained adamant and held his ground firmly on the most im 
portant point until we finally made some changes in the lan 
guage of it that satisfied him. The whole transaction could 
easily have fallen apart, even at that last moment, yet he 
stuck to what he wanted." 

In the middle of June, Behn and Kreuger signed the con 
tract whereby six hundred thousand shares of L. M. Erics 
son were deposited in Swedish banks in the name of I.T.T. 
in return for a check for eleven million dollars made out to 
Kreuger & Toll. The moment he got the money, Kreuger 
shot it by cable to Stockholm to cover the large Kreuger & 
Toll interest payments on bonds due July i, which other 
wise he would have had to omit for the first time. As I.T.T. 
wanted to obtain more complete control of Ericsson, a sec 
ond part of the transaction, to be completed by June 1932, 
provided that the American firm was to get another four 
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hundred and ten thousand Ericsson shares in exchange for a 
number of its shares, the exact amount to be determined, 
upon Chinlund's insistence, only after an examination of 
Ericsson's earnings for 1931 had been conducted by the 
well-known accounting firm of Price, Waterhouse & Co. 

Handling his own accountants was one thing, but the 
sudden prospect of having outside auditors come to Stock 
holm, especially those of Behn and inferentially those of 
Morgan, was something Kreuger scarcely welcomed. "I'm 
sure he didn't like it," Chinlund recollected, "but he 
needed those eleven million dollars and he probably figured 
he had enough time before the deal was wrapped up to get 
over whatever hurdles there were and handle the inspection 
matter himself." 

Kreuger put up his usual brazen front. Jean Monnet, the 
French financial expert, happened to be in New York at the 
time, and he congratulated Kreuger on the deal. "Yes," said 
Kreuger, "it's fine, but can I trust the I.T.T. balance sheet?" 
Privately, he must have realized that an examination of the 
Ericsson books could be extremely dangerous to him. Un 
like the occasional American or British accountants who had 
visited Stockholm or asked him questions from afar, Behn's 
auditors would refuse to be fended off by pleas of lack of 
time, the need for secrecy, or the sensitivity of Swedish 
feelings. 

Ernst & Ernst had remained the auditors in New York for 
the International Match Corporation, and young A. D. 
Berning was still the accountant who certified the books in 
America after Kreuger dictated them to the pliant IMCO 
treasurer here. Tied down as he was by the lack of requests 
from IMCO's directors to do anything beyond checking 
Kreuger's arithmetic, Berning declared in a typical state 
ment at the end of the 1930 IMCO report: "We hereby 
certify that we have examined the books of account and rec 
ord of IMCO and its American subsidiary companies as of 
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December 31, 1930, and have received statements from 
abroad with respect to the foreign constituent companies as 
of the same date. Based upon our examination and informa 
tion submitted to us, it is our opinion that the annexed con 
solidated balance sheet sets forth the financial condition of 
the combined companies at the date stated, and that related 
consolidated income and surplus account is correct. . . ." 

As the twenties had marched on, Berning had been in the 
habit of visiting Stockholm for a week or so each year, and 
when he was afterward asked if this had not at least given 
him "an opportunity for a casual inspection of the situation 
over there," he replied that he had simply picked up a few 
supplementary reports he thought the directors in New 
York might want to look at, but "in no case were these re 
ports or memoranda the results of any auditing or account 
ing work. . . ." On the few occasions when he had wanted 
to check something before signing the IMCO audits, Ber 
ning had cabled Kreuger in Stockholm and had always got 
a quick, reassuring answer. In 1926, for instance, he had 
wanted to know if Garanta, the Amsterdam subsidiary sup 
posedly operating a secret Polish sales monopoly for matches 
and owing IMCO seventeen million dollars, had enough 
money on hand to meet that obligation. Kreuger had shot 
back a cable stating that Garanta (which was completely 
phony and didn't have a red cent) had forty-six million 
Dutch gulden conveniently enough, just a million gulden 
more than its debt to IMCO. The following year, in Stock 
holm, Berning had asked about the Spanish match monopoly 
Kreuger had claimed to have, and Kreuger, as he did with 
his own inquiring accountants, had quickly flashed the 
agreement that he pretended had been signed by Primo de 
Rivera and then tucked it away in his safe again. Neither 
Berning nor anyone else was in a position to push Kreuger 
further on these matters. 

In the spring of 1929, after he had taken a trip around 
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the Continent to inspect several Kreuger concerns a rare 
treat indeed Berning returned to New York "very enthu 
siastic" about what he had seen, according to Donald Du- 
rant, who thereupon asked him to write a letter about the 
trip for Lee, Higginson to file. Berning wrote, in part: 'The 
operations of the three larger companies, namely A. B. 
Kreuger & Toll, Swedish Match Company, and the Inter 
national Match Corporation, are closely related, as you well 
know, and the inter-company transactions are quite large. 
All of those transactions which have come under my notice 
have always been handled with the highest degree of fair 
ness. During none of the many examinations which we have 
made of the affairs of International Match Corporation have 
we ever had occasion to question the fairness of any trans 
action which this company has had with any of its affiliates. 
I thought you would be interested in this observation." The 
gentlemen of Lee, Higginson most assuredly were. 

Though Berning had established a regular if rather frus 
trating association with Kreuger, the man who perhaps came 
closest to putting his finger on the financier's position was 
another young accountant named F. Gordon Blackstone, 
who had been hired by Lee, Higginson & Co. in the spring 
of 1927 to conduct an independent audit of IMCO and its 
Stockholm parent, Swedish Match. Kreuger was riding at 
his highest then, and there wasn't the slightest suspicion 
about him, but the investment bankers thought it would be 
a good idea to find out more about how their golden goose 
laid its eggs. Blackstone mapped out a detailed plan for him 
self that naively included a thorough inspection of the bal 
ance sheets of Swedish Match and of the companies with 
which it did business in various countries, and, if he had 
miraculously succeeded in carrying out his plan, he would 
undoubtedly have uncovered a lot of hocus-pocus. Kreuger, 
however, soon sensed what he was up against and went out 
of the way to be polite to his young American visitor. 
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He first invited Blackstone to come with him to Poland 
to look over some factories there, but the accountant de 
murred. "I wasn't there to watch wheels go around," he aft 
erward recalled. "Kreuger went off on his tour, and for two 
months I sat and waited in Stockholm and read published 
statements and documents. I saw his top aides in the match 
company, but none of his accountants. Apparently he had 
taken care of that. Then one day, shortly after he returned, 
he came to see me in great consternation, waving a letter or 
a cable he had ostensibly just received. He said it was a re 
quest from some other outside accountants to come to 
Stockholm to do a job like mine, and he insisted that this all 
implied a lack of confidence and that it would disturb the 
atmosphere around the company and in Sweden generally. 
He took the wind right out of my sails. I've never been sure 
the message he got wasn't made up, but at any rate it meant 
the end of my assignment. Kreuger said he would discuss 
the problem with the Lee, Higginson people in New York 
and that maybe a year later I could come back, but nothing 
more was ever done about the matter." 

Kreuger had obviously thwarted him, and Blackstone 
now has the impression that if it hadn't been done one way 
it would have been done another. When the lid blew off the 
Kreuger scandal, Blackstone emphasized that he had seen 
nothing suspicious and said he was "flabbergasted," but, as 
he looked back years later to his odd experience in Stock 
holm, he felt that something should have happened as a re 
sult of his having opened the door, even so slightly. "Why 
wasn't my mission followed up a year later and carried out 
at the insistence of the people here?" he asked. "Five years 
should never have been allowed to go by. The pity of it, 
the pity of it." 

After Blackstone had been warded off, Kreuger had un 
doubtedly persuaded his friends at Lee, Higginson that 
sending that young man or anyone else to Stockholm would 
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serve no useful purpose. If for his admirers his wish had been 
virtually their command, this was not to be the case with 
Sosthenes Behn and the International Telephone & Tele 
graph Company. Behn's auditors were not due in Sweden 
until early in 1932, though, and Kreuger realized that in the 
meantime he had to go on pretending his structure was 
strong enough to withstand the earthquake of the depres 
sion. Only he knew that it was riddled by the termites he 
had introduced, and he kept hoping the world situation 
would improve so that he could repair his house before Behn 
or anyone else became aware of its condition. 



: 4 : 

Up to a point, at least, hope engendered belief, and Kreuger 
became a dedicated, almost demonic man. He had always 
been a fine actor, but now, as the curtain went up upon his 
ultimate lif e-and-death struggle, he did more than act out a 
role: he completely identified himself and his personal for 
tune of some forty million dollars with his work. As he 
poured increasing amounts into one breach after another, 
he became more and more isolated within himself. Never 
much of a mixer, he now sought no companionship beyond 
the female variety that he regarded as simply an outlet and 
had always carefully separated from the rest of his existence. 
One of his old friends asked him one day in Paris: "Why 
aren't you with us as before? " and Kreuger replied: "I don't 
dare to be together with people any more. I'm scared to be 
influenced by their wrong opinions." 

Though he had been unemotional all his life, he began to 
show some of the strain in his shifting moods, but the reve 
lations were fleeting. Per Jacobsson, who worked for Kreu 
ger briefly during the late twenties, remembers having lunch 
one day with him and Leon Fraser, the banker, in Basle, 
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Switzerland. A quick, almost frightening change came over 
Kreuger immediately afterward. "He had been animated 
and optimistic while we ate and talked about the decline and 
what to do," Jacobsson recalls. "Then, when lunch was 
over, I went with him to the hotel and saw him there alone. 
He fell suddenly into deep despair. Perhaps it was the bur 
den of all his past sins that he could no longer carry." 

If his sins were a burden, it was not Kreuger's nature to 
dwell upon it. His ability to inspire trust in other men had 
always been the keynote of his amazing success, and he 
depended on it, and on luck, to see him through. He could 
also seek inspiration in the knowledge that there was more 
at stake than just his own salvation and wealth there was 
the validity of the broad theories he had so brilliantly put 
into practice, despite his concomitant falsifications. If he had 
been a crook, he could, at the same time, fully relish his role 
as a private broker to Europe in distress. As the House of 
Rothschild had acted as England's agents in Europe after the 
Napoleonic wars and had worked for peace and stability by 
helping keep Austria afloat and Metternich in power and by 
saving the Prussian financial structure, so Kreuger in this 
post- Versailles period had applied his help dramatically at 
a crucial moment. But as events now mounted beyond his 
control, he saw all of his work coming to naught. 

While he was traveling to America, the situation in Eu 
rope had worsened perceptibly with the collapse of the 
Austrian Creditanstalt, the largest bank in the country and 
one of the most important on the Continent. By the time 
Kreuger got back to Europe in July, the banking crisis was 
causing grave difficulties in Germany and throughout the 
Balkans. In that month all German banks were suddenly 
shut down in the face of the demand from abroad for repay 
ment of short-term loans; when they reopened after a few 
days, new currency regulations protected them against any 
withdrawal of foreign funds. During Kreuger's absence the 
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directors of the Scandinaviska bank had held a private meet 
ing at which they had once more taken uneasy note of "the 
greatly deteriorated liquidity" of their prize customer. It 
had been decided, finally, that as soon as Kreuger got back 
Rydbeck should have a most serious talk with him. "There 
was to be plain speaking, no mistake about that," another 
officer of the bank later recounted, and Rydbeck was to 
"tell him not to let things go but to act immediately in this 
situation." 

When Rydbeck approached him, Kreuger pulled a typ 
ical trick on his old friend and foil. Pierre Laval, President of 
the Council of France, had just invited Prime Minister 
Ramsay MacDonald, of England, and Dr. Heinrich Briining, 
the German Chancellor, to a meeting in Paris to discuss the 
general banking crisis. Like an old confidence man, Kreuger 
saw his chance. As afterward described by the above bank 
official: "When Rydbeck came in to me after his talk with 
Kreuger, he was almost crestfallen. Ivar Kreuger had in 
deepest confidence informed him that he had been invited 
by Dr. Briining to accompany the latter and his staff on the 
trip to Paris in the capacity of a private adviser. How was 
it possible to treat a man too harshly who in this way was 
permitted to take part in the big, decisive conferences of the 
world? The liquidity problems of the Kreuger group and 
also those of our own, as far as that goes were suddenly re 
duced in importance quite considerably." Four years later, 
when this official was in a position to check directly, he 
learned that Kreuger had never been invited to Paris by the 
German Chancellor or by anyone else. He had told an out 
right lie, and it had worked, for he had momentarily evaded 
the bank's pressure. 

His need for money, however, was as great as ever. In 
August 1931 he asked his friends at Lee, Higginson & Co. 
in New York to try to raise eight or ten million dollars for 
him in America. The best they could do was get four mil- 
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lion from four commercial banks for six months. As fast as 
Kreuger acted, events continued to catch up with him. Eng 
land went off the gold standard at the end of September, and 
a week later Sweden followed suit. Publicly, Kreuger hailed 
the move, and, aware as always of his capacities as a finan 
cial barometer, he put up a fresh show of optimism. He ex 
pressed gratification over the devaluation of the pound and 
the krona and hoped that one result would be a general in 
crease of monetary movements among nations in his case, 
that would mean that some of the profits from his match 
operations would be unfrozen and hence available for him 
to withdraw. But his hopes proved empty, and the freeze 
continued. In September, Germany was granted a morato 
rium on its debts; the announcement was made by President 
Hoover, and it was afterward charged in Congress that 
Kreuger, when he had seen Hoover in June, had asked 
for exemption of Germany's debts to private individuals. 
Whether this was true or not, the announcement sent Kreu- 
ger's debentures up more than a hundred points in Wall 
Street, from 353 to 458 they had been as high as 863 be 
fore the crash but his satisfaction was short-lived, for they 
quickly tumbled again. 

Two of the bold predictions of Felix Somary, the Swiss 
banker, had now come true the Austro-German banking 
crisis had taken place and the British had gone off gold and 
Somary was saying privately that his third condition for re 
covery was also a fact, though it remained to be proved: Ivar 
Kreuger was bankrupt. Somary was not completely right, 
though the stage was indeed set for the final act that would 
bring about Kreuger's destruction. 
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Much would afterward be said and written by Kreuger's 
defenders about the role his enemies played in his defeat. If 
their deeds and influence were exaggerated in the attempt to 
exonerate Kreuger, there is no denying that a ruthless op 
position to him did exist in financial circles. This opposition 
was concentrated in France, where a group of stock-market 
bears had sought constantly, once the depression started, to 
drive down the prices on Kreuger's many securities and to 
encourage his collapse by forcing him to go deeper into debt 
supporting his own stocks and bonds. By the fall of 1931 
these bears were well organized around the Continent, and 
were stepping up their operations. Early in the year the at 
tacks against the Match King had begun in a series of small 
forays on Kreuger issues. The front was soon widened to 
include the buzzing Amsterdam exchange, and the objective 
was to drive down the prices of the most recent Kreuger 
securities, which he had pushed in order, among other rea 
sons, to help finance the German and Polish loans. 

Counterattacking swifdy, he bought large quantities of 
bonds and shares himself and managed to back the bears 
against a wall by demanding prompt delivery of some shares 
they had sold short that is, for future delivery. They re 
sponded by launching a more dangerous flank attack on the 
various government bonds issued as security for Kreuger's 
foreign loans, and by driving down these quotations they 
forced him to write down the value of the bonds in his bal 
ance sheets. Speculators were bribed and blackmailed into 
co-operating with the scheme. A veritable rumor factory 
was also started, and the venal French press was solicited. 
The Paris papers, never particularly fond of Kreuger, now 
attacked him mercilessly wherever they could. Among 
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other things, they picked up one of the Russians' pet propa 
ganda themes, the "eternal match/' an invention of Dr. Fer 
dinand Ringer, a Viennese research chemist. Dr. Ringer's 
device, a three-inch flint-like mechanism, was prematurely 
praised and hailed as the successor to the ordinary match. 
Though it afterward achieved a measure of success, it has 
never, any more than the mechanical lighter, supplanted 
matches. Dr. Ringer himself said a number of years ago: "I 
showed my invention to Mr. Kreuger in Paris in 1931, and, 
though it was too expensive for commercial manufacture, 
the news of it got around and caused Kreuger shares to go 
down." Dr. Ringer even claimed, perhaps facetiously, that 
he was responsible for Kreuger's ultimate undoing, but it 
wasn't as simple as that. 

The attacks against Kreuger gained in strength, and when 
they began to influence conservative British brokers, he is 
sued a brimming, self -laudatory statement which he dis 
tributed globally with much hoopla. It gave a completely 
bogus account of his liquidity and expected profits for 193 1, 
in order to show that the decline of his stocks was unjusti 
fied. The drop was attributed to "the present monetary con 
ditions in different European countries and to the general 
market situation," which, Kreuger added, "has been taken 
advantage of by an internationally organized bear syndicate 
that does not seem to hesitate to spread unfounded tales re 
garding the concern." The statement failed to halt the 
downward plunge, led by the Kreuger & Toll debentures, 
which at the end of October hit a low of 1 3 8. 

As all his properties, new and old, fell in value and the 
void of bankruptcy loomed ever closer, Kreuger must have 
seen the handwriting on the wall, but he remained remark 
ably self-possessed. Dr. Bjerre, the psychoanalyst, later 
wrote: "One can imagine that he suffered a loneliness unto 
death, fighting like a drowning man to get a grip on a piece 
of wreckage and yet knowing even then that he was sinking 



The Beginning of the End x 6 7 

together with thousands who had trusted him." Even so, Dr. 
Bjerre noted, the loneliness was more the result of outer cir 
cumstances than of any "conflict at the bottom of the soul," 
and because Kreuger was as adaptable as he was amoral "a 
horizontal man," without permanent roots, who had always 
been able to adjust himself to any psychological and emo 
tional climate he was able, despite occasional lapses, to 
play out his role until events impinged upon him so forcibly 
that his whole being crumbled. 

During these last months of 193 1 Kreuger spun back and 
forth like a top from Stockholm to Paris, London, and Ber 
lin in unceasing efforts to raise money. All of his top asso 
ciates had now placed their personal fortunes at his disposal, 
and he was employing their cash and stocks as if he were 
deploying soldiers. On the one hand, he continued to take 
up the unsold shares of his own issues; these cost him noth 
ing, for he simply debited what he owed for them to his per 
sonal account, but the maneuver made it appear that the is 
sues had been fully subscribed and paid for in cash. Then, 
while he was quietly selling some old shares on various ex 
changes to raise money, he told his closest friends, such as 
Krister Littorin, to go on buying all the stock they could. 
Although he knew full well how sick his securities were, he 
advised his Paris physician, Dr. Charles Bove, to buy some, 
promising that Bove would triple his investment. He talked 
so convincingly that Bove, disinclined to speculate before, 
went out and bought twice as much as he had intended; 
eventually he lost one hundred and thirteen thousand dol 
lars, so it is scarcely surprising that he has retained mixed 
feelings about Kreuger. "Altogether he was unprepossess 
ing, and one would scarcely suspect upon a blind meeting 
that this fellow was the owner of one of the largest in 
dustrial empires of modern times," the doctor wrote in his 
memoirs, twenty-five years later. Nevertheless, Bove had 
considerable respect for the manner in which Kreuger con- 
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ducted himself, especially toward the end. "I knew him for 
an indefatigable worker who put in long hours at his busi 
ness, keeping awake by plunging into ice-cold baths," he 
added. 

Gunnar Cederschiold, in Paris, has recalled how stead 
fastly Kreuger pushed ahead during these months, giving 
no outward manifestation of his peril. During the autumn of 
193 1, for example, he personally supervised the construction 
of his new twenty-room apartment in the Place Vendome, 
the terrace of which was planned to look out upon the 
square at exactly the same height as the pedestaled statue of 
Napoleon. "He knew he had to keep up his associates' op 
timism as well as his own," Cederschiold afterward ob 
served, "for in order to allay the rumors going around we 
had to make an impression on others. It must have taken 
great strength to be confident when he was in a hell of an 
anxiety. He alone suffered for all of us, without any need to 
share the burden." 

Cederschiold and Baron von Drachenfels, the personal 
secretary, sought to shield Kreuger from the strangers who 
wanted to see him, for many of these proved to be crackpots 
soliciting bribes, or individuals with ridiculous schemes to 
foment Balkan revolutions or kill Stalin; one man, a science 
bug with an irony Kreuger may have privately appre 
ciated submitted an elaborate plan for a machine that 
could run entirely on air. Occasionally, however, Kreuger 
could not help showing the effects of his tenseness, and there 
were plenty of extenuating circumstances. He came into 
Cederschiold's office one morning, particularly nervous, and 
inquired if Cederschiold knew anyone at the Surete. Kid- 
dingly, Cederschiold asked if he wanted to get a ticket fixed, 
but Kreuger, with a frown, explained that at a restaurant the 
night before he had run into a nephew of Alfred Nobel, the 
inventor of dynamite and a fellow Swede. "He told me I 
was being followed by the police," Kreuger said, almost in- 
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genuously. "What do you think it means?" Cederschiold 
replied that it was undoubtedly just protective. "Maybe 
they're afraid the Bolsheviks will kidnap you," he said. "Are 
you sure that's it?" Kreuger said, somewhat relieved. A few 
days later Cederschiold ascertained that Kreuger was indeed 
being followed as a general precaution. 

In the odd atmosphere of suspense which characterized 
this period, Kreuger's aides, even the heretofore worried ac 
countants, reflected his attitude of hope. In a sense, he had 
mesmerized them. "We all lived under an illusion, calm and 
content in our absolute faith in Kreuger," Cederschiold said. 
"We had known a lack of cash in the organization before, 
in 1920 and again in 1926, and we were not pessimistic be 
cause we had heard of a number of tremendous reserves and 
hidden assets." Only Kreuger knew that many of these, no 
tably his vast "reserves" in Dutch Kreuger & Toll, the Am 
sterdam offshoot of the Stockholm company, were either 
completely false or highly exaggerated. He did have one 
genuine ace up his sleeve, however, and it was perhaps fit 
ting that he who had been credited for years with an almost 
magic gift for making gold should, in his last-ditch fight, 
have depended on a gold mine to save himself. 

The mine was named Boliden, and it had been discovered 
in 1924 in the Norlaand district of Sweden. Reputed to be 
the third-largest gold deposit in the world, with twenty 
grams of gold per ton, the mine was also rich in silver, ar 
senic, sulphur, copper, zinc, and lead. Kreuger had bought 
eighty per cent of it in 1929 from the Scandinaviska bank 
for fourteen million dollars, part of which he paid in cash 
and the rest by a personal draft on his credit at die bank. As 
security against the draft and partly to secure his general 
debt to Scandinaviska, he had left the Boliden shares with 
the bank. 

Only a few of his closest associates knew about his interest 
in Boliden, the development of which had proceeded slowly 
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because of the mine's great depth and because of smelting 
problems. Not long after he had bought it, Kreuger had 
offered the Guggenheims in America a half -interest if they 
would help him develop it, but they had turned him down, 
after looking it over, on the theory that it wasn't worth their 
time and investment unless they could get all of it. New 
electrical drilling methods, however, now promised to make 
the mine a real bonanza, and the output of gold alone, Kreu 
ger predicted, would soon be worth nearly seven hundred 
thousand dollars a month. For more than two years Kreuger 
had looked upon the mine as his greatest secret treasure. "It 
nourished his optimism above all else," Cedersch'iold said, 
"and he used it to nourish ours. He was saving it for the 
right moment, when the market turned, and then he wanted 
to play it so that everyone would rush out and buy and the 
whole market would soar." When the economic clouds 
grew darker and darker, however, he had to bring out his 
ace sooner than he wished. 

Late in October 193 1, back in Stockholm after trying to 
thwart the bears in Paris, he went again to Sweden's gov 
ernment bank, the Riksbank, and requested a loan of forty 
million kroner, or about ten million dollars. As security, he 
offered to put up some of his German bonds, issued to him 
by the Reich to secure his big loan, but the bank wouldn't 
take them. Kreuger then mentioned his Boliden holdings, 
and the government authorities pricked up their ears. They 
agreed to accept the mine stock as security for the loan; but 
the trouble was, Kreuger didn't have the stock the Scandi- 
naviska bank did. As usual, he found a way out. Fifty 
million dollars' worth of German bonds owned by the In 
ternational Match Corporation in America had never been 
transferred to New York and had been reposing in IMCO's 
name in the vaults of the Deutsche Union Bank in Berlin, 
one of the bona-fide banks Kreuger owned. Early in Sep 
tember, however, in order to satisfy the demands of the 
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Scandinaviska bank for firmer collateral against his private 
debt there, he had ordered the Berlin bank quietly to trans 
fer the German bonds to a small bank in Copenhagen. For 
the moment, he had substituted nothing at all in Berlin in 
IMCO's behalf, as he was supposed to do. Ten days later he 
had told the Copenhagen bank to list thirty million dollars' 
worth of the German bonds in Scandinaviska's name. Now, 
at the end of October, following his conference with the 
Swedish Riksbank officials, another twelve million dollars' 
worth of the bonds was assigned to Scandinaviska, in re 
turn for which he obtained the release of the Boliden shares, 
and he promptly pledged these with the Riksbank for the 
new ten-million-dollar loan. But Kreuger did not stop there; 
he was determined to get everything he could out of Boli 
den. A few weeks later he "sold" his stock in the mine, 
pledged away though it was, to Kreuger & Toll for fresh 
debentures worth about twenty million dollars, which he 
intended to put on the New York stock market eventually. 
Some of these debentures, still unregistered, leaked out in 
Paris and New York through an unscrupulous broker, and 
angry cries of "bad delivery" unauthorized securities be 
ing circulated went up, which played right into the hands 
of the anti-Kreuger bears. 

On November 23, 1931, with his new loan in hand, 
Kreuger left Stockholm for the last time. To most of his 
associates he appeared to be under less strain than he had 
been for several weeks. Only one person afterward gave any 
clue that he knew he might never come back. This was Inge 
Hassler, the financier's former mistress, whom he had not 
seen for the last three years in fact, he hadn't even talked 
to her since she had helped him celebrate his German loan 
arrangements by playing Russian music for him over the 
long-distance phone. Kreuger still felt a sense of responsi 
bility toward her, however, and the fact that he now visited 
her was indicative of what must have been his true state of 
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[nind. "I was scared when I saw how he had changed," she 
later wrote. "He was nervous, there was a jerky movement 
in his shoulder, and I wondered if he had had a stroke. He 
smoked constantly, something he had seldom done before." 
Most significantly, Kreuger told Inge he had arranged a will 
and planned to leave her a hundred and twenty-five thou 
sand dollars in cash. (The testament as it turned out, the 
only one Kreuger ever wrote had been prepared in April 
1930, but he had never mentioned it before.) Then, without 
saying any special good-byes to his elderly parents, his four 
sisters, and his brother, Kreuger entrained for Berlin for a 
series of conferences. 

Those who saw him there thought he was in good spirits. 
When Sigurd Hennig, the match-company accountant who 
had asked the embarrassing questions about intercompany 
accounts back in March, came down from Stockholm to see 
him, the financier was full of renewed confidence, Hennig 
thought. Time had enabled him to straighten things out, 
Kreuger said, and he showed Hennig a joint balance sheet 
for Kreuger & Toll and Dutch Kreuger & Toll which ap 
peared quite sound to the accountant. Previously Hennig 
had talked about some "holes" in these books, but now, with 
the Boliden mine available for listing as an asset and the Ger 
man bonds pledged to secure his bank loans he told Hen 
nig an outright lie when he said his bankers in New York 
had consented to the bonds' transfer Kreuger said: "You 
see, Hennig, the holes are not as big as you seem to think." 

Although it appeared that Kreuger had overcome his im 
mediate emergency, the problem of raising additional cash 
and collateral as other loans soon fell due and new obliga 
tions arose remained pressing. "He hoped to get more money 
in New York, where he was going after stopping in Paris," 
an old friend who saw him in Berlin said. "We had dinner 
together at his flat the night before he left, and in spite of 
a new panic on the Stockholm exchange, he seemed un- 
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usually optimistic." In Paris his associates had the same feel 
ing. He talked like his former self, and when a crisis de 
veloped over some Belgian match factories that were trying 
to muscle in on Kreuger's French match business, he boldly 
ordered his Belgian representatives to "buy them out." The 
price was ten million francs, and when he was reminded that 
cash was still low, Kreuger calmly replied, with one of his 
old, soft smiles: "That's not much. Go ahead." 

He stayed in Paris a fortnight, conferring constantly on 
various matters but also finding time to check on his new 
Place Vendome apartment, which he found so satisfactory 
that he commissioned the architect to enlarge his place on 
Park Avenue in New York too. Whether all this was bluff 
was hard to tell, but the consensus of the Paris staff mem 
bers, as well as those in Stockholm, was that everything 
would soon be all right. Not only would he successfully 
complete his big telephone merger, they thought, but now 
he could also make a deal for his big gold mine, and both 
were calculated to bring fresh sources of revenue into the 
organization. It would not take long for this rosy prognosis 
to be sadly disproved. In a matter of "weeks, all his schemes 
would blow sky-high. 



CHAPTER 8 



Walpurgisnacht 



WHEN THE North German Lloyd liner Bremen, guided by 
a bevy of tugs, slid gingerly through a thick fog into her 
Brooklyn berth in midafternoon on December 22, 1931, 
Kreuger, traveling incognito as usual, debarked quietly 
without being recognized and was whisked away by two 
friends and his housekeeper to his nine-room penthouse 
apartment on Park Avenue. His presence in New York was 
not publicly noted until two days later, when the financial 
section of the New York Herald Tribune carried a short 
columnar item under the subheading "Coincidence: " 

Ivar Kreuger . . . came to town late Tuesday and yes 
terday Kreuger & Toll was the only stock among the 
fifteen most active that closed with a net gain (it went 
up from 4% to 4% ; the high for the year, much earlier, 
had been 27 % ). It is understood that Mr. Kreuger will 
inspect his match properties and certain other interests 
while here. It is also expected that he will confer with 
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officials of the International Telephone & Telegraph 
Company in regard to the LT.T.-Ericsson Telephone 
deal, but little other than details of the transaction will 
be discussed, the major points having been settled some 
months ago. 

Thus, unobtrusively, began the final fateful visit to Amer 
ica of the man who had been regarded as the greatest finan 
cial figure of his own time and perhaps of all time. If Kreu- 
ger's magic, for the moment, seemed reduced to causing so 
fractional a stock rise, his wondrous ability to make millions 
for his stockholders in happier days had not been forgotten, 
and his every word and action were examined for some 
token of encouragement at the end of the depression's sec 
ond abysmal year. Among those who awaited his optimism 
was President Hoover, and when Kreuger again visited the 
White House early in January, the President was indeed en- 
heartened. Coming out of the meeting, Kreuger summed up 
his views to reporters: "I don't feel that there is any reason 
for the American people to feel nervous over the situation 
in Europe. As a matter of fact, I do not think the European 
people take to heart their problems as much as you do in 
America. European problems will be solved, and there is no 
reason why the American people should become hysterical 
about them." 

If there was hysteria underlying the preponderant gloom 
here breakdowns and suicides were commonplace by this 
time Kreuger was practicing what he preached by dem 
onstrating his customary suavity and self-assurance. Dur 
ing his first fortnight in the country he maneuvered be 
hind the scenes, directing his initial efforts as much to the 
creation of confidence as anything else. Though, like al 
most everyone, he was looking for money, no one had any 
suspicion that he was in serious trouble. Quietly, he was 
making a point of meeting some bankers in America he 
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had not dealt with before, to see if he could borrow from 
them. One of the first banks he approached was the Bank 
of America, which was itself having trouble, and subse 
quently it became apparent that, beyond borrowing from 
the bank, Kreuger had entertained some hopes of taking it 
over. The previous September, when Elisha Walker had 
won control of Transamerica, whose greatest asset was the 
Bank of America N.T. and S.A., and its founder, A. P. 
Giannini, had been forced out, two officers of Lee, Hig- 
ginson & Co. Frederic W. Allen and H. O. Havemeyer 
had been made Transamerica directors. Now there was 
a new struggle for control of the bank, and within a month 
Giannini was to wrest it back from Walker and begin a 
dramatic door-to-door campaign among depositors which 
eventually put it back on its feet. Because of this continu 
ing struggle, and despite the presence of the two Lee, Hig- 
ginson men on Transamerica's board, Kreuger was unable 
to borrow any money from the bank. Giannini always 
maintained, however, that it had had a close call at Kreu- 
ger's hands, almost becoming his heavy creditor, and that, 
furthermore, Kreuger came close to gaining a dominant 
voice in the bank's reorganization at a critical time, work 
ing through Lee, Higginson. 

As other banks around the country as well as in New 
York proved unable or unwilling to lend Kreuger money, 
he devoted himself more assiduously to his general cam 
paign of raising confidence, undoubtedly hoping to talk his 
way into a position where renewed faith would open a few 
fresh bank vaults to him. In addition to traveling to Wash 
ington to see Hoover, he went to Boston and Philadephia 
and Chicago, and in the Midwestern financial capital he 
appeared before a private meeting of bankers and brokers 
at Lee, Higginson's offices there. Delivering one of his 
rare formal addresses, he decried the "terrible pessimism" 
in the country and said: "The most essential thing is to get 



Walpurgisnacht 177 

a different spirit in America. If that comes, I am absolutely 
certain Europe will react very quickly. . . ." Quotations 
of securities, especially of foreign bonds, were ridiculously 
and inexcusably low here, Kreuger added, and this was all 
the more unpardonable because America was still on the 
gold standard. 

He then gave an elaborate analysis of his own com 
panies, full of subtle half-truths, to demonstrate that they 
were all in fine shape. The world match business was 
booming despite the depression, he said, and though the In 
ternational Match Corporation might have slightly reduced 
total earnings for 1931, they would still be well above 
dividend requirements. In what amounted to an outright 
lie, he declared that the profits of Kreuger & Toll "have 
not been touched very much," though he admitted that the 
company's stocks and bonds had suffered as a result of bear 
attacks and a bitter propaganda campaign launched against 
the concern by the Russians. One by one, Kreuger went 
down the list of his other investments in pulp, iron, bank 
ing, real estate, and telephones and the only one he was 
at all momentarily disappointed about was iron. Finally, he 
brought forth, for the first time, his ace in the hole: the 
Boliden gold mine. After reciting its history, he boldly an 
nounced: "I think it is quite certain that it is the most im 
portant gold mine outside of South Africa. . . * The first 
day I arrived in New York, I received a cable saying they 
had found a new deposit . . . but I think it would be bet 
ter if nothing about it came into print at the present time. 
It is not the right moment to give out good news." 

By the time Kreuger got back to New York a few days 
later, the news of course was all over Wall Street, but he 
delivered another "confidential" chat about the mine. He 
was dangling it adroitly, both to impress the Americans and 
to bolster the confidence of his supporters in Sweden that 
his standing in this country was as good as ever. On Janu- 
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ary 19 he sent a private wire to Felix Hamrin, the Swedish 
Finance Minister, in Stockholm. The atmosphere in New 
York had been "pure panic" when he had arrived and con 
ditions generally were much worse than when he had been 
here in the spring, he told Hamrin, but, even so, "the 
prospects are good" for making a deal to sell some shares 
in Boliden "to a big American industry which is financially 
interested in mines." If the deal came through, Krexiger 
added, it "would not in any way reduce our freedom to 
collaborate with the Swedish state if the Swedish govern 
ment should desire such collaboration." 

As soon as he thought it feasible, Kreuger intended off er- 
ing twenty million dollars' worth of new Kreuger & Toll 
participating debentures to the public the issue that, in 
effect, represented the Boliden value, following his "sale" 
of the mine to the company. That he also had in mind of 
fering a separate share issue in Boliden, possibly in an ex- 
ploration-and-development company, is attested by Jacques 
Coe, a well-known New York broker. A few days after 
Kreuger sent up his second trial balloon on Boliden, Coe, 
who was generally optimistic about the future of gold as 
an investment, was invited to visit Kreuger by Sune 
Schele, a Swede who was acting as the financier's private 
stock-market agent in New York and who, in his own 
name but actually on Kreuger's behalf, was speculating 
with a million-dollar margin account in Coe's firm. "You 
know, the boss is very interested in gold, and he's going to 
have the biggest gold mine in Europe in production soon," 
Schele told Coe. "He'd like to see you." Coe and his lawyer 
went up to Kreuger's penthouse. He remembers being 
ushered into Kreuger's study and seeing a number of boxes 
on a long table, each of which was stacked with cables 
from a different European city. Presently Kreuger, "look 
ing astonishingly like an undertaker, in a dark suit," came 
in. Never one to lose an opportunity to impress a stranger 
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with a bit of dramatics, the financier asked to be excused a 
moment while he looked over the contents of the boxes. 
Picking a cable out of the Paris container, he smiled and 
remarked in a confidential tone: "Ah, ha you know, some 
of my enemies have been depressing my stock in a com 
pletely unwarranted fashion, and I'm going to pull a big 
squeeze on them." After this aside they got down to busi 
ness, and Kreuger asked Coe what it would take to put a 
public Boliden issue on the curb exchange. Coe, after ex 
amining the facts, told Kreuger, among other things, that 
there would have to be evidence of wider distribution of 
the mine shares, and he suggested the formation of a pri 
vate syndicate to bring that about. "When he asked me 
how long that would take, and I told him probably several 
months, Kreuger lost interest immediately," Coe recalls. 
"It was later obvious to me, of course, that he needed the 
money the day before yesterday." 

Kreuger was apparently loath to offer the Kreuger & 
Toll participating debentures, backed by the Boliden 
value, on the market at this time for fear they would fur 
ther depress the demand for other Kreuger & Toll secu 
rities and incite fresh bear attacks. But he could still go on 
promoting Boliden for all it was worth and also use the 
new debentures privately as collateral to get more loans. 
Accordingly, during the last week of January he persuaded 
Herbert L. Dillon, senior partner in Eastman, Dillon & Co., 
investment bankers, to give him a loan of a million dollars, 
and for security he put up six hundred and fifty thousand 
shares of mixed Kreuger & Toll stock. Then, a few days 
later, he made a big public announcement about his 
mine. The news was released simultaneously in other capi 
tals, and in Paris, where the bears, as Kreuger had told Coe, 
were still exceedingly active, the information about Boliden 
was given out amid much fanfare and pouring of cocktails 
by the Swedish Minister to France. 
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Kreuger had depended on Boliden so completely that 
he was now in for a rude shock. In his announcement he 
had admitted, notwithstanding what he had said earlier, that 
Kreuger & Toll's net profits for 1931 were down from 
about thirty-three to twenty-one million dollars, and he 
had also written down the value of foreign government 
bonds held by the company. His obvious hope was that 
Boliden would become the basis for fresh financing as soon 
as the general situation improved a bit. But the news caused 
no upturn in Kreuger & Toll securities, and the bears im 
mediately began to spread stories that Kreuger had vastly 
overrated the mine. While Boliden eventually was to 
prove extremely valuable, more for its other ore deposits 
than for its heralded gold, Kreuger had absolutely no 
knowledge yet of what the proved reserves were to come 
to or of how much its development would cost. He had 
been forced to jump the gun on the mine because of his 
financial plight, and he had depended on the glitter of his 
own name as much as on the buried gold to put the project 
across. When his announcement failed to create the sud 
den stir he had hoped for, and no deals were forthcom 
ing, he was in the position of a man whose ace has been 
trumped. 

With Boliden in abeyance, the financier turned his full 
attention to stock-market speculation. It was costing him 
more and more, and he was getting poor results there also. 
Kreuger now dealt with a score of brokerage houses, but 
seldom in his own name. His principal Wall Street agents 
were three of his most trusted employees: his old friend, 
Anders Jordahl; Alexis AminofF, a young Swede who acted 
as his general representative in New York and had a private 
office adjoining Lee, Higginson & Co. at 41 Broad Street; 
and Schele, who was busily engaged in trying to raise 
money from banking sources in addition to carrying on 
speculating activities in Kreuger's behalf. 
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Jacques Coe at this point figures further in what may be 
considered a typical Kreuger investment maneuver. A few 
days after he had discussed the Boliden affair with Kreu 
ger, Coe got a call from Schele, who told him: "The boss 
liked you and wants to do you a favor. He has a business 
associate, a very wealthy man named Lange, who wants to 
open an account with you, and arrangements have been 
made for Lee, Higginson & Co. to send fifty thousand 
shares of Kreuger & Toll stock to your office to use as 
collateral for whatever Lange wants to buy." Coe said that 
was fine so long as the collateral would not be used to buy 
more Kreuger & Toll, as that would be against the policy 
of his house. Schele seemed disappointed to hear that, but 
nothing further was said about it. Coe, naturally curious 
about Lange, asked Bishop Service, Inc., a financial check 
ing house, to find out about him. In a week or so the word 
came back from Stockholm that a man named Karl Lange 
(who was none other than Kreuger's lower-level dupe and 
front for several shadow companies, including the Dutch 
one, Garanta, though Bishop Service didn't find that out) 
was listed as the operator of a restaurant in the Swedish 
capital and appeared to have only modest means. Coe was 
thoroughly taken aback by this information and went at 
once to see Donald Durant at Lee, Higginson. In Coe's 
presence, Durant telephoned Kreuger, who happened to be 
in the building. "Ivar, do you know a man named Karl 
Lange?" Durant inquired. When Kreuger replied that he 
did, Durant asked: "Is he responsible?" Kreuger replied 
firmly that he was, and Durant thanked him. "You see, 
Jacques," Durant said, turning back to Coe, "you have 
nothing at all to worry about!" Coe wasn't happy about 
the matter, but he got off the hook a few days later when 
Lange cabled him instructions to buy some Kreuger & Toll 
stock. He replied that he could buy anything else, but not 
that, and in another few days got a cable requesting him 



182 Kreuger: GENIUS AND SWINDLER 

to please return the fifty thousand collateral shares to Lee, 
Higginson, which he did at once. 

In addition to Schele and his other major henchmen here, 
at least half a dozen additional friends and agents were 
playing the market for Kreuger feverishly. Almost all the 
orders were given privately by Kreuger himself he was 
on the phone virtually all day, talking from his Park Ave 
nue apartment, from his private office at 522 Fifth Ave 
nue, from the office of the International Match Corpora 
tion at 25 West Forty-third Street, or from Aminoff's 
office downtown. No one was ever able to figure how 
much Kreuger lost in stock-market gambling, but the to 
tal was probably somewhere between fifty and a hundred 
million dollars. As long as the world's exchanges were 
booming, he had done well enough, but once the depression 
took hold he was in so deep that he couldn't extricate him 
self even if he wanted to which he didn't and he kept 
piling margin upon margin and throwing whatever cash 
he could muster into the brokers' hoppers in vain efforts to 
recover his losses and get the market to turn. 

Among other things, Kreuger was trying to prevent his 
own stocks from dropping further in the face of the or 
ganized bear attacks against him abroad, and as a result of 
the general depressing trend in Wall Street. A particularly 
bizarre turn of events now made his task more difficult. 
A thirty-year-old Texan-born speculator and investment 
counselor named Jackson Martindell, who subsequently be 
came the majority owner of Who's Who and head of the 
American Institute of Management, was in the unique 
and, as far as Kreuger was concerned, detrimental posi 
tion of controlling nearly a million of the seven and a half 
million outstanding American certificates of Kreuger & 
Toll. Toward Kreuger, Martindell was as bearish as a bear 
can be. The young man had made a fortune in the market 
before the 1929 crash, and he was still trading successfully, 
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buying stocks on downturns and selling short on rallies. As 
the operator of an investment firm named Fiduciary Coun 
sel, Inc., he was handling the portfolios of nine of the 
country's wealthiest men, among them Joseph T. Ryerson 
of Inland Steel, some members of the Armour and Swift 
meat-packing families, Marshall Field, Powell Crosley, 
Andrew Jurgens, and Edwin M. Herr of the Westing- 
house Electric Manufacturing Company. Collectively, these 
men owned the Kreuger & Toll shares on which Martindell 
was sitting. 

Over the last six months Martindell had felt as if he 
were on top of a keg of dynamite instead of a large num 
ber of highly regarded securities. In May 1931, when 
Kreuger & Toll was still selling at about twenty-one dol 
lars a share, he had realized that he held about twenty 
million dollars' worth of stock and yet knew virtually 
nothing about it. (A similar lack of knowledge had 
scarcely bothered the gentlemen of Lee, Higginson or any 
other stockholders before.) He had made several efforts to 
obtain some certified accountants' statements from Lee, 
Higginson and other sources, but had got nowhere, and 
had slowly begun to sell the stock, disposing of some two 
hundred thousand shares during the rest of the year. Pro 
rating his sales on a daily basis, Martindell had had little or 
no trouble getting rid of the securities. Although the quo 
tation on Kreuger & Toll had dropped to a low of $4.25 
in the third week of December, when Kreuger had arrived 
from Europe, it had moved back up to nine dollars a share 
in early January, when Kreuger had gone out to Chicago 
to make his optimistic speech and his first disclosure about 
Boliden. The meeting arranged there by Lee, Higginson 
had been partly inspired by Ryerson, upon whom Mar 
tindell had urged it beforehand. Martindell had insisted that 
Ryerson place a stenographer in an adjoining room to take 
down in full what Kreuger said. Immediately after the 
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meeting Ryerson had telephoned Martindell and had told 
him he was all wrong about Kreuger, that the Swede had 
made a tremendous impression, and that Martindell ought 
to stop selling so much Kreuger & Toll the young broker 
by then was moving as much as a thousand shares a min 
ute. Strangely enough, everything he had offered had been 
quickly bought, and he had begun to suspect what he soon 
confirmed: a large group of brokers were banded to 
gether in a supporting operation. The following day Ryer 
son had called back. He had an odd confession to make, he 
had said, having carefully read the stenographer's tran 
script of the Kreuger speech. "It's the damnedest thing," 
Ryerson had told Martindell. "I suddenly realize that he 
said nothing new at all. It adds up to a lot of double-talk." 
Martindell, with about half of his supply of Kreuger & 
Toll shares still left, promptly decided to get rid of the rest 
at around nine dollars a share, if he could, and he gave 
orders to step up his sales. A day or so later, toward the 
end of January, he received a visit from a vice president of 
a well-known New York bank, who bluntly asked him 
what he thought he was doing and accused him of "try 
ing to ruin the country." The banker admitted that a 
brokerage syndicate was indeed buying Martindell's shares 
as they were put on the market and told him that the 
syndicate had been formed "to support the Stock Ex 
change itself, because we're all trying to save a very dam 
aging situation." When Martindell remained adamant and 
refused to cancel his selling orders, the banker asked him 
what he wanted. Martindell said he had been trying for 
months to get reliable figures on Kreuger & Toll, but with 
out success. "If I see that the stock is really worth nine 
dollars a share, I'll stop my orders," he added. The banker 
promised that he'd get some figures the next morning. 
Later that same afternoon one of Martindell's big clients, 
Herr, of Westinghouse, called to say that he was pulling 
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out of Fiduciary Counsel, Inc., and wanted Martindell to 
stop selling his Kreuger & Toll stock. "I've just talked to 
Lee, Higginson and some bankers, and they tell me you 
don't know what you're doing," Herr said. Martindell did 
his best to dissuade Herr, who had invested almost all of 
his savings in Kreuger & Toll, but to no avail. 

By now, of course, Kreuger himself knew what was go 
ing on, and he sent one of his own agents to see Martindell 
with two typewritten pages of what Martindell regarded 
as financial gobbledygook purporting to show that Kreu 
ger & Toll was really worth thirty dollars a share. Mar 
tindell was naturally unsatisfied and kept on selling. He 
next received a visit from the secretary of the Stock Ex 
change, who repeated what the banker had said about the 
great disservice he was rendering the country and threat 
ened to have him ostracized from the Exchange. At worst, 
Martindell realized, he would lose his private wires to 
brokerage houses, but he replied that he could always use 
the public phones. He continued to sell Kreuger & Toll 
stock until he got rid of everything except fifty thousand 
shares of Herr's. "I don't know how many millions I saved 
for my other clients," he recalls, "but I know that Philip 
Armour built himself a million-dollar home with what he 
managed to recover just in time on his Kreuger and Insull 
holdings. I disposed of most of what I still held at be 
tween nine and seven dollars a share, and I was later told 
that fifteen million dollars had been put up by the syndicate 
in Wall Street to support the stock. I've always wondered 
how a house such as Lee, Higginson could have got itself 
into such a position, but I realize, too, that the ramifica 
tions had become a lot wider toward the end." 
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The nerve-racking Martindell affair was only one facet of 
Kreuger's increasingly desperate situation. He had now 
stepped up his own gambling in the market in a feverish 
effort to improve his cash shortage. Between the end of 
January and February 15 he called in every bit of cash he 
could lay his hands on abroad and ordered it transferred to 
New York. His personal deposits at the Chase National 
Bank during the three-week period came to just over three 
million dollars, and all of it quickly went out to brokers. 
To meet his pending obligations, Kreuger needed huge 
profits in a hurry, and nothing in his life more clearly 
showed his innate gambler's instinct than his wild specu 
lations during this eleventh hour. Between the last part of 
February and the beginning of March 1932 he had several 
major payments to make. In New York a two-million- 
dollar loan that had been granted the Swedish Match Com 
pany was coming up for repayment. Four million dollars 
lent by four big banks to the International Match Corpo 
ration was also due. He needed $1,200,000 to meet sched 
uled Kreuger & Toll dividends, and, finally, he owed two 
million dollars to Turkey and more than a million to Lith 
uania as installments on match loans. 

At the end of January, Kreuger had cabled Krister Lit- 
torin in Stockholm that he expected to borrow seven mil 
lion dollars from the Drexel family in Philadelphia, but 
on February 19 he informed Littorin that the loan had 
fallen through. He did not tell Littorin or anybody else 
immediately that on the same day he had received much 
worse news: his big telephone deal with the International 
Telephone & Telegraph Company was suddenly off. 

Kreuger had certainly not forgotten his agreement of 
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the previous June to let I.T.T. accountants examine the 
books of the L. M. Ericsson Telephone Company, but he 
may already have been so inwardly disturbed that he failed 
to realize that the collapse of the transaction was imminent. 
Back in mid-December, Chinlund, the perspicacious I.T.T. 
controller, had decided that he ought to go to Sweden 
himself and take a look at the Ericsson books before the 
Price, Waterhouse inspectors arrived to make their formal 
inspection of Ericsson's 1931 earnings. Sosthenes Behn had 
thereupon suggested this to Kreuger, and Kreuger had 
demurred, saying he wanted to be in Stockholm himself 
"to introduce Chinlund around." In Chinlund's words: 
"When Behn came back and told me that, I had an in 
stinctive reaction my auditor's nerve was struck. I wasn't 
suspicious, but I was more than ever determined to go. 
Behn told me to go see Kreuger myself, which I did. I told 
him I couldn't wait, that it fitted into my own plans to go 
soon because I had other business to do in Europe too, and 
I suggested that he simply let the Ericsson people know I 
was coming. Kreuger gave me one of his long pauses, and 
then he asked me if I might arrange things so that I could 
go to the other places I had in mind first Berlin, Paris, 
and London. I said I would do that, and that I would let 
him know the date of my arrival in Stockholm." 

In the back of Kreuger's mind there had undoubtedly 
been the hope that he might yet be able to get over to 
Sweden during Chinlund's mission there; but when his cash- 
raising efforts in America had struck a snag, he had been 
forced to remain where he was. Had he been able to get 
back in rime, he might have avoided, or at least postponed, 
what happened; as it was, his failure to take some precau 
tionary steps from New York can only be set down as a 
costly product of the overstrain that was soon to break him 
down. 

Chinlund left New York in mid-January and, after mak- 
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ing his other stops, reached Stockholm on January 28, the 
day Kreuger was making his public announcement in Amer 
ica about the Boliden mine. As Chinlund told the story: 
"I wired Kreuger, as I had promised, but got no answer. 
Traveling with me were the Price, Waterhouse account 
ants from New York, but I told them I wanted to have a 
talk alone first with the Ericsson officers, and the next day 
I met the two top men, Nils Ahlstrom and Axel Gron- 
berg. I explained my mission to them and said I would like 
to have the Ericsson balance sheet through November, and 
a supporting statement. They brought a balance sheet out 
at once. It was in Swedish. I didn't know much Swedish, 
but I did know accounting, and the principles of course 
were pretty much the same. I saw immediately that some 
things in the statement were unclear to me and that it 
needed more study. I returned to my hotel and wrote up 
a series of questions to put to the two Ericsson men the 
next day. When I went back the next morning, I thought 
the two were somewhat evasive, but I kept plugging. 
Finally, Gronberg said to Ahlstrom, in Swedish: 'This 
man isn't going to let go of this, and we might as well tell 
him the whole story' my Swedish was good enough to 
understand that. They then gave me correct and thorough 
answers, and I became convinced that, as far as the terms 
of the contract between I.T.T. and Ericsson were con 
cerned, there were several substantial errors from an ac 
counting point of view. Both Ericsson men made it clear 
to me that they knew Kreuger had done the wrong thing 
when he gave us an outline of the Ericsson balance sheet 
in New York. It was obvious to me that erroneous state 
ments had been made about Ericsson's cash position, on the 
basis of which I.T.T. had purchased its original six hundred 
thousand shares." 

The confusion could hardly have been unintentional on 
Kreuger's part. In the English version of the merger con- 
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tract he and Behn had drawn tip in June, Ericsson's li 
quidity had been defined as "cash in hand and in banks." 
The Swedish translation, Chinlund discovered, read "cash, 
bankings and on deposit" He quickly noted that about six 
million dollars which LT.T. had assumed was in the Erics 
son treasury had been placed "on deposit" with Kreuger 
& Toll. As security, Ericsson had been given some Ger 
man match-monopoly bonds. While they were good 
bonds, Chinlund realized that their market value was no 
longer so high as it had been and might well go down fur 
ther. There were also four or five other discrepancies be 
tween the Stockholm statement and what Kreuger had 
claimed in New York. 

Chinlund immediately told the two Ericsson officers that 
the situation was to be regarded as serious, and he wrote a 
cable, which they initialed, to send to Behn. Several days 
later Chinlund received a telephone call from Behn, who 
told him what a bombshell he had thrown and suggested 
that he hurry back home. Behn had already shown Chin- 
lund's cable to Kreuger, who dismissed it as "an account 
ant's brainstorm." The mix-up about "on deposit" was the 
result of an error in translation, he maintained, not men 
tioning that he himself had done the translating. Having 
employed the Ericsson money for speculative purposes, he 
knew that it was too late now to cover up and was deter 
mined to brazen the thing through, if he could. The money 
had been used by Kreuger & Toll, he calmly explained, to 
buy two French telephone companies that Ericsson would 
later take over. Behn and his directors were unimpressed. 
No matter what Kreuger said, "on deposit" and "cash 
receivable" and French phone companies were not the 
same as cash. Following Chinlund's return to New York, 
the LT.T. directors agreed that the contract must be re 
scinded and LT.T. must be given back its eleven million 
dollars the money paid to Kreuger the previous June in 
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return for the first block of Ericsson shares. The bad news 
was given to Kreuger by Behn and his attorney on the 
morning of Friday, February 19, at the LT.T. offices at 67 
Broad Street. 

Kreuger, of course, didn't have even part of the eleven 
million dollars to pay back to LT.T., but he quietly agreed 
to the rescision of the merger contract and at first seemed 
hardly perturbed. "He never lost his equanimity," Chin- 
lund said, "not even when we asked him to tell the facts 
at once to his American and Swedish bankers. He simply 
kept on insisting, in his soft voice, that I had been wrong, 
and that the confusion was all due to a simple matter of 
translation." Consummate actor though he was, his calm 
ness at this time was not altogether an act. He was in fact 
totally stunned. The bottom of his world had suddenly 
dropped out. He requested, and was accorded, a few days' 
delay, and returned at once to his penthouse, where he sat 
alone most of the afternoon and evening. At some point he 
apparently decided to kill himself and dragged out of the 
closet a hunting rifle he had purchased some time before. 
After examining it, he placed it in an umbrella stand in the 
hallway. 

About eleven o'clock the next morning he went to his 
Wall Street office and then uptown to the one on Fifth 
Avenue. His choice made, he had regained his inner poise. 
Politely, as always, he told the office staff to leave early for 
the long week end (Washington's birthday fell on Mon 
day), setting out some stamps and stationery that he 
wanted to take home. Around noon he returned to his 
apartment, and an hour or so later he received an unex 
pected visit from, of all people, Chinlund. 

Following the Friday session at the LT.T. offices, 
Charles Mitchell, the banker, who was on the LT.T. board, 
had called his associate Gordon Rentschler, of the National 
City Bank, and told him that Kreuger had been requested 



Walpurgisnacht 191 

to inform Lee, Higginson and his other bankers of the 
I.T.T. decision by Tuesday at the latest. Rentschler had a 
date to play golf with one of the Lee, Higginson directors 
on Sunday, and he felt that he could hardly go through 
that pleasant occasion with the secret knowledge that two 
days later his golf partner would get the awful news 
about Kreuger. Rentschler thereupon called Behn and re 
quested that he be allowed to disclose the cancellation of 
the telephone contract to his golfing friend in advance of 
the Tuesday deadline, and Behn asked Chinlund to find 
Kreuger and see if that was all right with him. Chinlund 
went to Kreuger's office and, upon being told that the 
financier had gone home, he taxied up Park Avenue to 
Kreuger's apartment. 

"On my way up I rehearsed what I'd do if Kreuger 
pulled his cigarette stunt on me," Chinlund recalled, "and 
I resolved to grit my teeth and let him be the one to talk 
first. I put my question to him almost as soon as I got 
there. Out came the customary cigarette. He lit it, twirled 
it, squeezed it, broke it, as always, and then he said: Well' 
and stopped, and went through the whole procedure again. 
I sat tight. Finally, he said: 'Well' again and then: 'Sunday 
or Monday or Tuesday, I don't suppose it makes any dif 
ference/ There was another long pause, and he looked at 
me gravely and said: 'Mr. Chinlund, you are committing 
the worst mistake anyone ever made. Up to now, you 
have had a fine career, and now you'll be ruined.' I re 
plied that if that were so, if a mistake had been made, I 
was already ruined, and nothing I could do would alter 
that. Kreuger then said: 'Think about it. You still have un 
til tomorrow morning to change your mind' by which 
he apparently meant Rentschler's golf date. I again said 
there was nothing I could do about it, the facts were all 
there. I started for the elevator and he accompanied me, 
asking me about my relatives in Sweden. As I walked 
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through the hall, I noticed the gun in the umbrella stand, 
and I asked him if he got any chance to do any shooting in 
this country. 'Yes, occasionally,' he answered, and then I 
shook hands with him and left. As I thought about it on the 
way home, it was apparent that he was making a last des 
perate gamble with me. He knew he couldn't offer me a 
bribe, but he undoubtedly thought that he could bring his 
great influence to bear on me, a young man, by alluding 
to my career." 
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When Chinlund left, Kreuger began a hectic afternoon and 
night of writing letters, sending cables, and making trans 
atlantic phone calls. Everything he did bore the mark of a 
man at the end of his rope. Although his motivations and 
innermost thoughts had been carefully hidden from even 
his best friends, he had been a generous man and had often 
gone out of his way to help others, even strangers, with 
gifts of money and favors of one kind or another. He had 
not dared to forewarn his friends, such as Littorin, about 
his true financial state so that they could save some of their 
fortunes, but he had taken quiet steps to protect his mother 
and father and sisters and brother, and now, penultimately, 
he concluded these arrangements. Before he had left Stock 
holm, he had transferred some valuable securities, mostly 
shares in iron and ball-bearing companies and in a Swedish 
newspaper he owned, from his office safe to his private 
apartment, where he had placed them in a secret cupboard 
next to his bed. At the end of January he had cabled one of 
his brothers-in-law, Gunnar Ekstrom, to get the news 
paper shares and give them to Ernst Kreuger, Ivar's aged 
father. Now, on the dark night of February 20, he wrote 
to Ekstrom and instructed him how to divide the rest 
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of the securities among members of the family, himself 
included. He also sent a cable to Erik Sjostrom, the Kreu- 
ger & Toll director, ordering the transfer of some valu 
able Greek bonds to Torsten Kreuger, and he then tele 
phoned a Stockholm broker and told him to deliver a large 
cash balance to Torsten. A telephone call to Karin Bok- 
man, Kreuger's attractive red-haired secretary, ordered her 
to give some other securities in the office safe to Torsten. 
After he had hung up, Kreuger wrote a letter to Miss 
Bokman, for whom he had a close personal attachment, 
saying that things didn't look too bright and that he 
wanted to leave her something while he still could. "There 
fore, please accept the enclosure," he added, and he slid 
three ten-thousand-dollar bills into the envelope. The letter 
ended with the words: "Farewell, and thank you." 

Sometime in the early hours of the morning, having 
finished his macabre chores, utterly fatigued and beginning 
to suffer from a cold, Kreuger showed symptoms of a 
complete physical and psychological breakdown. He mut 
tered financial figures incoherently, started to make phone 
calls and then stopped. His housekeeper, Hilda Aberg, 
finally prevailed upon him to lie down. The next morning, 
though he had slept several hours, Kreuger seemed worse, 
and Miss Aberg didn't know what to do. He wandered 
around the apartment, muttering, and refused to eat. Late 
in the afternoon, to Miss Aberg's immense relief, Donald 
Durant and George Murnane, another Lee, Higginson 
partner, appeared. During the morning Gordon Rentschler, 
released from his obligation to keep silent about the I.T.T. 
deal being off, and apparently even in advance of his golf 
date, had called Murnane in Brookville, Long Island, and 
said he had something very important to discuss. "I was on 
my way to mass, with the holy mantle wrapped around 
me, but afterward I went right over to Rentschler's house 
nearby," Murnane recalls. After telling Murnane what had 
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happened, Rentschler advised him to get hold of Kreuger 
at once, so Murnane called Durant in Cornwall-on-Hudson 
and they agreed to go to Kreuger's apartment at five 
o'clock that afternoon. 

"When we got there," Murnane says, "we found him in a 
terrible state. He was almost unrecognizable as he sat hud- 
died in a chair in front of the fireplace. He talked in jumps, 
with his hand to his head, and then paused for minutes at a 
time. It seemed unreasonable to discuss anything with him. 
Tm so tired that I just can't seem to get down to any 
thing,' he said. He was in a very nervous state. That is what 
alarmed us so it was not like him." Durant added that he 
had never seen anyone in quite that condition and that "it 
was very pathetic to see him like that, a man who had 
been so brilliant, so tireless before." 

Realizing it was no time to ask him about the telephone 
matter Murnane was inclined to look upon it anyway as 
"just a financial question ... a thing that could be straight 
ened out" the two Lee, Higginson men summoned a phy 
sician, Dr. Joseph Wheelwright (a man whose patients, 
ironically, included some top Morgan partners), and he 
diagnosed the case as one of cardiac fatigue and complete 
"brain fag" and warned that any further pressure on Kreu 
ger might drive him out of his mind. The doctor ordered 
the phone in Kreuger's room turned off, and the financier 
lay down in his clothes and slept sporadically. Paris called 
three times during the night, and Miss Aberg, who an 
swered the phone in another part of the house, said he 
could not be disturbed. When he awoke at six the next 
morning, Kreuger was furious and tried to trace the call. 
Despite his earlier resolve to kill himself, his gambling in 
stinct and his pride and, undoubtedly, the would-be sui 
cide's instinctive fear of not being able to go through with 
the act created a new and phrenetic force in him that 
led him to resume his desperate efforts to raise money. 
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Beyond the bad news about the telephone deal, this was 
the big week of decision, with his various other obliga 
tions coming due. Between fitful bouts of sleep, almost al 
ways reclining in his clothes in the soft chair at his desk, 
he placed and received dozens of emergency transatlantic 
calls and sent a stream of cables to Paris, Berlin, Warsaw, 
Amsterdam, and, of course, Stockholm. Aminoff, the 
young Swedish assistant, came to the house late Monday to 
stay with him overnight, and he later recalled the ordeal. 
"Kreuger began answering the telephone without its ring 
ing/' he said, "and he would also get up and ask somebody 
to come in, imagining he had heard a knock at the door. 
Then he would fall back in his chair and drift off for a 
few minutes, and get up and start all over again. At one 
point he roved around the drawing room and shouted: 
Tm losing my mind, Aminoff, I can't remember, I can't 
think/ " 

This went on for three days. When the sedation he was 
under was working, Kreuger would spend hours just sit 
ting and staring, and when Miss Aberg told him: "You 
can't go on like this," he would mutter: "I must wait for a 
call" and remain where he was, dazed. Durant came by a 
few times and joined Miss Aberg in trying to console him 
by telling him everything would be all right if he would 
only rest, but he kept crying out: "I don't see how. You 
don't understand. I don't see how it will ever be right." 
These were his low and disconnected periods, but when he 
could marshal his thoughts he seemed fairly lucid. He sent 
a cable to Oscar Rydbeck, telling the banker, as he had 
been requested to do, what had happened to the telephone 
transaction and inquiring if Rydbeck could come to New 
York to help out in case there were difficulties over the 
contract cancellation. Rydbeck replied that he would come 
if it were absolutely necessary, but thought he ought to 
remain in Europe which he did. 
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The more Kreuger brooded about the I.T.T. deal, the 
madder he became, and he began to accuse I.T.T. of want 
ing to welsh because the depression was getting worse, and 
of "blackmailing" him into staying in New York until he 
had signed the rescission agreement. Throughout the week 
of February 22, while I.T.T. and Lee, Higginson sought to 
work out an arrangement whereby the transaction could 
formally be called off without Kreuger being accused of 
having done anything improper, the matter of his departure 
remained in abeyance. Meanwhile, there were the other 
debts to be dealt with. 

The first, falling due on February 23, was the two-mil 
lion-dollar obligation of the Swedish Match Company, 
which was to reduce a larger loan the company had re 
ceived here. Some time on the 22nd Kreuger spoke on the 
phone with Krister Littorin in Stockholm, but the con 
nection was bad and Kreuger was apparently quite inco 
herent besides. Littorin consequently queried Durant by 
cable and received the following reply, 

Friend you talked to remembers nothing of the con 
versation stop Doctor says only terribly tired and 
needs rest. . . . 

A short time later Littorin got a relatively clear, though 
still somewhat odd, cable from Kreuger: 

Arrangements I thought would produce amount neces 
sary for acceptance credit fell through stop It is vital 
avoid default tomorrow stop This should be made 
clear to banks stop If absolutely impossible have 
funds telegraphed tomorrow then company should ca 
ble a statement explaining delay and stating that money 
will be wired following day stop If nothing is possible 
then wish company to cable a statement explaining 
how it proposes to meet the obligations stop 
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Either because of his illness or because he knew he had 
exhausted his own good will in Sweden, Kreuger seemed 
to be depending more than ever before on his aides. With 
Carl Bergman, another of Kreuger's oldest friends and as 
sociates in the match company, and Sigurd Hennig, the 
trusted accountant, Littorin immediately set out to raise 
money in Stockholm. February 2 3 became a day and a night 
that none of the three men ever forgot. During the morn 
ing they held prolonged conferences with officers of the 
top three Swedish banks in an eif ort to establish a consor 
tium that would extend more credit to Kreuger. The re 
sults were negative. Around noon Littorin and Bergman 
went to the Finance Ministry, and a meeting was arranged 
for midafternoon at the Riksbank, the state bank. Confer 
ences went on there until eight o'clock in the evening, and 
most of the top bankers in Stockholm as well as several 
government representatives were in attendance. Littorin 
dashed in and out all day to talk on the transatlantic phone 
to Kreuger or Durant, who kept reminding him how short 
the time was. 

While trying to get the banks to agree provisionally to 
make some credit available, Littorin and the others were 
searching for acceptable collateral, and at one point during 
the long afternoon they decided to open Kreuger's private 
safe. In three loose envelopes the astonished Littorin found 
seven million pounds' worth of Italian government bonds. 
He had never heard of them before. "For Heaven's sake, 
boys," he exclaimed, "here are four hundred million kro 
ner' worth of securities that are not pledged! Just think of 
it! This solves the question. . . ." It scarcely solved it. 
Hennig repeated what Kreuger had told him in the spring 
about circumstances that made it necessary to keep the 
bonds secret, and Littorin quickly decided they ought not 
to be used for collateral after all. 

During the evening Prime Minister Karl Gustav Ekman, 
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hurriedly summoned from his dinner to the marathon 
meeting at the Riksbank, made what amounted to a per 
sonal decision: to allow the bank, already a Kreuger credi 
tor to the tune of more than ten million dollars, to give 
him another million if the three big private banks in Stock 
holm would jointly provide another million. One of the 
three immediately refused, but the state bank agreed to 
supply a third of the extra million too. The decision was to 
prove a tragic one for Ekman, a thoroughly admired 
statesman who had previously accepted a twelve-thousand- 
dollar political donation from Kreuger. Ekman would soon 
be forced out of office because of that donation and be 
cause of his show of generosity; in defending himself, he 
told Parliament he had decided that Kreuger should have 
the money, no matter what the momentary collateral situa 
tion, because the financial responsibility of Sweden as well 
as that of Ivar Kreuger personally had seemed to be at 
stake. Referring to the session at the Riksbank that eve 
ning, Ekman said: "It was a difficult meeting. I was startled 
by the utter lack of knowledge shown by representatives 
of the Swedish Match Company, especially concerning the 
co-ordination of subsidiary concerns and affiliated indus 
tries. Others present got the same impression. I therefore 
told the representatives of the Riksbank that it was my 
conviction that no further demands for credit should be 
considered during present negotiations. And it was resolved 
that the Riksbank should take the initiative for a thorough 
investigation of the business of the Kreuger concerns." 

Ekman's impression was, of course, completely justified. 
It was all but impossible for anyone other than Kreuger 
to figure out where various bonds and cash holdings were 
and whether or not they had been pledged with banks, or 
sold, or exchanged. The best the harried aides could do was 
meet each emergency as it arose. The moment Littorin re 
ceived the good news of the new Riksbank loan, he sent 



Walpurgisnacht 199 

cables to both Kreuger and Durant saying that the re 
quired two million dollars would be on deposit at the 
Guaranty Trust Company in downtown Manhattan the 
next morning, to the account of Lee, Higginson & Co. He 
was thanked and reminded that another crisis was close at 
hand. On the coming Saturday, the 2yth, the four-million- 
dollar loan that four American banks had granted Kreuger 
in August through the International Match Corporation in 
New York was due, and he had to get it renewed some 
how. He had told Durant that he had been expecting an 
interest payment of $4,700,000 from Spain, which he had 
wanted to use to pay off the banks, but that the Spaniards 
had failed to deliver the money on time. The truth was, 
no money was due from Spain. The "Spanish match 
monopoly" was, like the Italian one, a fake that Kreuger 
had invented to make the International Match directors in 
America think they were doing a profitable business that 
was nonexistent. 

As soon as Durant got the news about the Spanish "de 
lay," both he and Berning, the Ernst & Ernst accountant, 
began bombarding Littorin with cables, seeking informa 
tion about the disposition and whereabouts of certain match 
bonds and other IMCO assets in Europe which might be 
used as collateral to continue the bank loans here. Durant 
was becoming increasingly puzzled by the inability of Lit 
torin or anyone else in Stockholm to give him definite an 
swers. Late on February 23 he sent Littorin the following 
cable: 

We will of course have to plan immediately on our 
approach to the participants in the loan maturing Sat 
urday stop. ... In order that we may be in as good 
a position as possible under the circumstances please ca 
ble us information on the following points stop One 
is the difficulty which is arising on these payments due 
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primarily to restrictions being imposed by the gov 
ernment or Riksbank on the banks or the company be 
cause of the general exchange position stop Second has 
the failure to provide these funds been due primarily 
to failure to receive expected amounts from a certain 
country and can efforts continue through the week to 
accomplish that payment stop Third what proceeds 
can reasonably be counted upon from minor sources 
through the week in order to make as great a down 
payment as possible stop Fourth please list various 
bonds or other collateral that might be made available 
as collateral security for the loans as unquestionably 
banks will demand collateral 

Dondurant 

The following day Littorin replied at length, using the 
familiar letter-like form that Kreuger usually employed in 
sending cables. He said: 

Dear Donald in reply to your telegram with the four 
points we are frightfully sorry to be obliged to say 
that these arrangements we reached late yesterday 
night after continual conferences from early morning 
with the government the Riksbank and the private 
banks were the limit of our efforts and of what we 
can do at present stop Several times during the con 
ferences any further discussion seemed useless and 
we emphatically assure you that the reason why the 
credit was finally given was solely to prevent an im 
mediate crisis and to give time to look over the situa 
tion and make up a program for the future stop I ask 
you earnestly to understand and also to make your 
partners and others interested understand . . . there 
is no possibility whatever of arranging a credit on 
this side for assisting in the payment of the four mil 
lion dollars payable Saturday especially as this pay- 
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ment concerns IMCO which is here looked upon as an 
American company stop. . . . Dear Donald we are 
awfully sorry to have to send you a telegram of this 
tenor but that was one of the conditions last night for 
obtaining the credit 

Littorin Bergman 

In subsequent testimony Littorin said plaintively: ' When 
they asked all these questions from New York we came 
together and conferred and got nowhere. . . . Everybody 
thought it was only the liquidity that was wrong and that 
the solidity was all right, so it only meant getting funds to 
get out of the difficulty until all the money should come in 
on the different bonds where we had monopolies, and 
from other sources." Bergman, at Littorin's side through 
out the crisis, added: "We all still had absolute confidence 
in Kreuger. All we wanted was that he come home and 
get everything straightened out." 

The news of the Riksbank credit seemed to cheer Kreu 
ger immeasurably as he wandered in his bathrobe around 
his penthouse, and on February 24 Durant informed Lit 
torin: 

Friend is better today stop We are much encouraged 
stop Doctor says question of rest and a little time stop 

Donald 

The second loan crisis, though it involved twice as much 
money as the first, seemed easier to handle. About two 
weeks before, Kreuger had prepared some ammunition, 
which was now brought out. It later proved to be his last 
big hoax. As those in Stockholm seemed unable to figure 
out where all the assets were, Durant had suggested that 
Kreuger should try to make some presentation of what the 
financial position of the International Match Corporation 
was. A secretary named Mrs. Greta Gluydes had been 
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called to the penthouse, and Kreuger had rapidly dictated 
to her a most glowing and altogether phony statement. Af 
ter listing a number of expenditures and expected receipts 
the latter had included the payment expected from Spain 
he had "forecast" that there would be between five mil 
lion and eight million dollars in cash on hand at the end of 
February. Mrs. Gluydes was later asked if she had not 
thought it strange that Kreuger had rattled off the figures 
without consulting any books or memoranda. "Yes, I 
thought it strange," she testified, "but I accounted for it 
because I had been told that Mr. Kreuger was a genius." 
She had been so impressed, as a matter of fact, that she had 
immediately drawn two thousand dollars out of her bank 
and, to her everlasting chagrin, had invested it in Kreuger 
& Toll stock. 

In retrospect, it should perhaps have appeared odd that 
a company such as IMCO, with one hundred and fifty mil 
lion dollars in listed assets, should have had practically no 
cash in its till, but, as several bankers pointed out after 
ward, this was not unusual, especially in 1931. At any rate, 
now that the four-million-dollar loan was due, Murnane, 
armed with Kreuger's "forecast," went to see S. Sloan 
Colt, president of the Bankers Trust Company, one of the 
four creditor banks. Murnane suggested that the loan be 
reduced by ten per cent and then renewed, with collateral 
provided. Casting a quick glance over the "forecast," Colt 
seemed agreeable, and Rentschler, of the National City 
Bank, another of the four creditors, also agreed, even 
though he knew all about Kreuger's troubles with the In 
ternational Telephone & Telegraph Company. Murnane 
and Durant were further encouraged when the other two 
banks, one in Chicago and the other in Pittsburgh, also 
came around. The two Lee, Higginson men then went back 
to see Kreuger. There had been rumors for some time 
that Kreuger, in his efforts to obtain control of American 
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match companies, had secretly bought a lot of Diamond 
Match Company shares, and now Murnane asked him, 
point blank: "Do you own any, or does the International 
Match Corporation own any Diamond Match stock?" 

"Yes, they do," Kreuger said. 

Murnane suggested that three hundred and fifty thou 
sand shares would be enough to provide collateral, and 
Kreuger said he could round up that much, but added: "I 
dislike to have the Diamond Match stock talked about a 
great deal" Murnane promised that the matter would be 
treated confidentially, and these shares were then quietly 
pledged with the four banks as collateral for the loan re 
newal. Kreuger had bought the shares, worth more than 
five million dollars at current prices, in 1929 and had de 
posited them with a small financial house in Paris. He now 
cabled orders to Paris that the securities be delivered to 
Lee, Higginson's representative there, to be held for the 
American banks. In Stockholm, with this new evidence of 
faith in Kreuger to cite, Littorin was able to prevail upon 
the Riksbank to come to the rescue once more and provide 
another credit of one and a quarter million dollars to take 
care of the dividend payments Kreuger & Toll was obli 
gated to make in America on March i . 

Things seemed to be brightening, but only Kreuger 
knew how serious his plight still was, especially now that 
everyone had begun to ask where all his bonds and other 
securities were. The most persistent questioner was Bern- 
ing, the now aroused young accountant. Among IMCO's 
most valuable holdings were fifty million dollars' worth 
of German government bonds. They were supposedly still 
held, in IMCO's name, at the Kreuger-owned Deutsche 
Union Bank in Berlin, but shortly before leaving for Amer 
ica, as we know, Kreuger had secretly transferred them to 
Copenhagen, and from there had pledged most of them as 
collateral for his large private debt to the Scandinaviska 
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bank in Stockholm. Obligated to replace them in Berlin 
with something of corresponding value for IMCO, he sud 
denly realized, on February 25, during one of his more 
lucid moments in New York, that he must do something 
before the inquisitive Berning found out that the Berlin 
cupboard was bare. That afternoon he telephoned Littorin 
and ordered that a cable be sent to him in New York stat 
ing that a meeting of the IMCO executive committee 
ordinarily consisting of Kreuger, Littorin, and Carl Berg 
man had been held on February 5 despite Kreuger's ab 
sence, at which it had been duly noted that all the German 
bonds owned by IMCO had been transferred to its daugh 
ter company, Continental, and had been replaced in Berlin 
by bonds of "equal value" issued by Country X, which 
was supposed to be Italy. This was, of course, an out 
right lie, but Littorin, who regarded it simply as a retro 
active bookkeeping shift, did not know that the German 
bonds had already been pledged elsewhere by Kreuger, 
any more than he knew that the Italian bonds were forger 
ies. During this same week Kreuger ordered his account 
ants back home to list two thirds of the Italian bonds as an 
asset in the Continental books. 

With Littorin and the Stockholm accountants as con 
fused as ever about the hide-and-go-seek game they were 
playing, Kreuger's friends in New York had to turn to him 
for help in clarifying the financial picture. On February 27 
he seemed to have perked up considerably, and Durant 
wired Littorin: "We are delighted at the very marked 
improvement of our friend," adding reassuringly that the 
original "thorough brain fag" had only been the "very 
natural result of carrying too many problems without shar 
ing them." That same day Berning received permission to 
visit Kreuger, and they spent several hours together in the 
evening in the Park Avenue apartment. Berning was espe 
cially curious about the German bonds, and, as he after- 
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ward told the story, "Mr. Kreuger explained to me that 
these bonds had been transferred from IMCO to its wholly 
owned subsidiary company abroad, which meant, in other 
words, putting them from one pocket into another. The 
ownership was still in the group, but just once removed. 
I questioned him as to why that had been done, and the ex 
planations he attempted were most peculiar. The more I 
pressed him for an understandable answer, the more con 
fused he became and the more he fumbled. His efforts were 
either those of a sick man or of someone not entirely in his 
right mind. It concerned me a great deal, and I left with a 
feeling of great uneasiness." Berning told Durant about 
Kreuger's vagueness, and Durant spoke to Kreuger, who 
promised to "reverse" the switch of bonds at once. Several 
days later Kreuger showed Berning a cable from Berlin 
stating that the bonds were back at the Deutsche Union 
Bank there. Kreuger had pulled off a simple ruse: he had 
cabled a woman friend of his, a hat-check girl in a Berlin 
night club, and asked her to send him the desired message 
signed by the bank. The trick worked just long enough to 
help Kreuger get on a boat back to Europe. 

He was scheduled to leave on the lie de France at mid 
night on Friday, March 4. The fact that he continued to 
feel better cheered his cohorts in Europe immensely, and 
they were more eager than ever to get him home for con 
sultations. Littorin had answered Durant's last report by 
cabling: 

A thousand thanks for your thoughtfulness to send 
that encouraging and kind cable about friend's health 
stop My heart has been aching for the poor boy . . . 
amidst all unpleasantness and humiliation bestowed 
upon us last week from certain quarters. . . . 

But it was still not clear sailing for Kreuger. There re 
mained the particularly nasty problem of signing the 
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agreement that would legally rescind his telephone merger 
with the International Telephone & Telegraph Company 
and commit him to returning the eleven million dollars 
LT.T. had given him. Above all his other troubles, this 
seems to have continued to aggravate Kreuger most and 
to have exacerbated his mental breakdown. He felt that 
he had been betrayed by leaders in Wall Street who all 
through the last decade had thrown themselves and their 
money at his feet, though he seems to have forgotten that 
the powerful partners of J. P. Morgan, so close to I.T.T., 
had never been among those supplicants. Except perhaps 
to a few intimate friends in New York, Kreuger did not 
express his bitterness openly, but on one of his last eve 
nings here he wrote an angry and rather disconnected letter 
to the woman he had become closest to in recent years, 
the pseudonymous Itta Sandt. The letter read in part: 

I can't understand why you bother so much about 
people. . . , If you depend on them they only make 
use of you, and you keep finding out that you haven't 
any real friends. At most one has accomplices, and 
then one is a lost man. I have had very bad headaches 
for several days. I'm not really fit at all. Worst of all, 
I sleep so badly. Not that that is anything new. But it 
is extra bad just now. The lights in this town worry 
me. Before they always used to thrill me. But there is 
a terrible piercing red I can't bear to look at it. Ev 
erybody here is a gangster, from the City Hall to the 
police and the bankers. I wish I'd never been near this 
country. . . . 

By now he must indeed have wished that he had never 
seen this rich and gullible nation that, by tempting him to 
overreach his cleverness, had made him first a world suc 
cess and now a bankrupt. Undoubtedly he knew, if his 
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American friends did not, that he was leaving here for the 
last time. 

On the afternoon of March 4 he finally signed the re 
scission of the telephone deal. In effect, having been virtu 
ally held here by the threat of legal action until some set 
tlement was reached, Kreuger was being allowed to go 
back to Sweden only because Lee, Higginson & Co. agreed 
to vouch for him on the eleven-million-dollar obligation. 
Kreuger promised, in the signed statement, to return the 
money with six per cent interest before the first of Septem 
ber. Durant happily cabled Littorin: 

After two weeks most intensive effort glad to report 
all accusations have been kept out of final document 
which we consider to be of transcendent importance 

Dondurant 

"From our standpoint, the whole thing was simply being 
transferred back to Stockholm," Murnane later said, "and 
it was decided that two of our officers, Durant and N. Pen- 
rose Hallowell, should go back on the boat with Ivar to 
determine in Europe if there had been anything queer go 
ing on." Despite their doubts about the wisdom of some of 
Kreuger's recent actions, the Lee, Higginson partners re 
tained their high opinion of him, and some of them by now 
were downright mad at and suspicious of I.T.T. According 
to Murnane, "We thought he had been taken for a ride and 
we also still believed I.T.T. was just looking for a better 
trade." Even so, but only because his breakdown had given 
them such a scare that they were worried about his future 
mental condition, Kreuger was asked by Lee, Higginson on 
the eve of his departure to sign a unique statement in which 
he declared that "I am entirely willing to cause to be 
brought about changes in the corporate practices and book 
keeping methods of the International Match Corporation, 
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Kreuger & Toll and the Swedish Match Company and their 
subsidiaries, to the end that more definite information will 
be correctly available and to the further end that these 
corporate practices will approach more nearly the methods 
understood in the United States." It was, unfortunately, 
somewhat late for such a precaution. The barn doors were 
at long last being closed, but the horse had long since been 
stolen. 

Undoubtedly, during his last frenzied ten days in New 
York, while alternately lucid and incoherent, Kreuger had 
veered back and forth between two alternatives: should he 
kill himself as he had previously intended, or should he go 
back to Europe to face the consequences or try to brazen 
things out? At the last moment, having warded off or at 
least postponed the worst here, he nevertheless reverted to 
complete pessimism and gloom. At two thirty in the early 
morning of the 4th, Hilda Aberg had found the lights burn 
ing in Kreuger's room but Kreuger was gone. An hour or 
so later, apparently, he had come back and gone to sleep 
on the bed in his clothes. After he had shaved and gone out 
again around ten, Miss Aberg had found some matches 
from an all-night Lexington Avenue restaurant on his 
dresser, and alongside them a note that read: "I am too 
tired to continue." 

That he was still dwelling on suicide is further shown by 
a letter he wrote that afternoon, following the telephone 
settlement, to his old Norwegian friend and companion of 
three decades, Anders Jordahl: 

Baste [My dear] Jordahl: I hope that things will de 
velop in such a way that you will be getting as little 
trouble as possible from the present situation. Please 
remember that the apartment, 791 Park Avenue, is in 
this name and I hope it follows that all the house prop 
erty really serves as security for any engagements I 
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may have toward you. Regarding the apartment in 
Paris, it is possible you -will get a letter from Miss 
, of Helsingf ors, Finland, for some help in connec 
tion with it [this referred to a place in Paris which 
Kreuger had rented for the girl, one of his mistresses]. 
If you do not hear from her before three months 
from now, please write her a letter offering your help. 
Regarding the shares in Jordahl & Co., I consider that 
they belong to you. Goodbye now, and thanks. 
Yours, Ivar Kreuger. 

Jordahl, not yet in receipt of the letter, had dinner with 
Kreuger on the evening of departure, and sometime after 
eleven they took a cab to the dock. The theater traffic de 
layed them and Kreuger almost missed the boat Jordahl 
had to tell the driver to go through all the red lights and 
promise him that any fines would be taken care of later, 
and this bit of corner- cutting was the ironic conclusion of 
Ivar Kreuger's long career of chicanery in America. His 
two Lee, Higginson shepherds, Durant and Hallowell, were 
waiting for him on deck, along with an attorney for 
Sosthenes Behn, the I.T.T. president, who was being sent 
to Europe in case any details of the rescission agreement 
needed to be re-negotiated. It was a cold bon voyage, sans 
champagne, Kreuger's favorite drink. He just shook hands 
all around and retired quickly to his cabin. Privately, Jor 
dahl asked the captain to keep an eye on his famous pas 
senger because of the great strain he had been under. This 
last trip would not be one that Ivar Kreuger could take in 
cognito. 



CHAPTER 9 



Gotterdammerung 



THE CROSSING was relatively calm. Kreuger seemed to be 
in a reflective and almost benign mood, and though he kept 
to himself a good part of the time, playing solitaire and 
writing letters, he also mixed with the other passengers and 
drank and played shipboard games with them. He told Du- 
rant he felt better than he had for two months, and Durant 
thought he seemed "almost one hundred per cent normal" 
and was like the man "we had known and believed in and 
liked . . . not afraid of any problem." Camille Gutt, the 
Belgian banker, who knew Kreuger slightly, had been 
asked by the captain to entertain him, and he found noth 
ing strained in Kreuger's conduct. A woman who remem 
bers the trip says: "I talked with Mr. Kreuger a good deal, 
or rather listened to him. He seemed well informed on 
practically every subject. Everything he said carried com 
plete conviction." And Sonja Henie, the figure skater, who 
sat at the table next to his in the dining salon, said after 
ward that "he seemed to be in good spirits and I definitely 
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did not get the impression he knew this voyage was his 
last." 

On the second day out, Kreuger sent a cable to his 
Stockholm secretary, Karin Bokrnan, in which he told her 
to ignore the contents of the "farewell" letter he had 
mailed her from New York on February 20. (Miss Bokman 
thereupon put the letter, and the three ten-thousand-dol 
lar bills he had enclosed, in a safe-deposit box.) However, 
perhaps the best indication of his mood a sign that, if he 
was trying to fight off the idea of suicide, he was also al 
ready looking upon himself as a historical figure who had 
moved into a kind of predestined limbo appeared in a self- 
revealing and clairvoyant letter he wrote to Itta Sandt. Re 
ferring to his recent troubles in New York, he said: 

Very little more, and they would have called me a 
rogue and a cheat. So far they haven't dared to do so; 
but they may at any time now. I was in such a state of 
nerves that I certainly should not have been capable 
of standing up for myself very satisfactorily. But you 
will remember what I have often told you when we 
have been discussing the basis of capitalism that what 
one capitalist should always say to another who ac 
cuses him of speculation is: "And what about you 
aren't you a speculator?" 

Once we begin to go into deep water we soon get 
out of our depth. What sort of a foundation does this 
world rest on? Forests draw their nourishment from 
roots and earth, the seed grows in the corn, man 
springs from man. All that is certain. But what cer 
tainty is there about money, which after all holds the 
whole world together? It depends on the good will of 
a few capitalists mutually to keep to the agreement 
that one metal is worth more than another. . . - 

If you hear people abusing me just now you must 
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laugh, and must not believe that those who grow in 
dignant have any right to do so. Only those who did 
not know what I was have that right. The Russians, 
for instance, might. In fact, they certainly will, for 
they have no sense of humor. . . . 

Kreuger's enemies, especially the stock-market bears in 
France and elsewhere who had been stepping up their at 
tacks on him all during the long crisis in New York, were 
apparently also on the minds of some of his close associates. 
Littorin, in his cables to Durant, had referred to the "or 
ganized slander" of the bears and had announced his in 
tention to sue them, and an executive of Kreuger's tele 
phone company in Stockholm had sent him a cable that 
hardly seemed calculated to soothe his soul: "Be very care 
ful when you talk to people on board. Your enemies want 
to take your life. Don't make any business decisions be 
fore you return to Europe." But there was not very much 
business to be discussed on board the ship, and neither Du 
rant nor Hallowell pressed him. Everything now depended 
on meetings in Paris with Kreuger's own staff and on a 
meeting in Berlin, scheduled for March 1 3, at which he was 
to confront his Swedish bankers collectively and try to ex 
plain what his true situation was. The only disturbing item 
that came up during the trip concerned those pesky Ger 
man bonds. Back in New York, the indefatigable account 
ant Berning, still not satisfied even after Kreuger had 
shown him the wire from Berlin stating that the bonds 
were there, had privately commissioned a Berlin account 
ant to make an independent check. Two days after the lie 
de France had sailed came the answer that verified Bern- 
ing's fears: the bonds were not in Berlin, and were still 
recorded at the bank there as having been transferred to 
Copenhagen. Berning cabled Durant, who asked Kreuger 
about the matter, but Kreuger muttered something about 
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the arrangements not yet having been completed for the 
bonds to be brought back physically to Berlin. Now thor 
oughly alerted, Berning got on a ship for Europe himself. 

On the last night out, the customary ship's banquet and 
ball took place, and Kreuger participated with considerable 
verve. He gave a small party of his own at which, accord 
ing to at least one woman's recollection, "champagne 
flowed freely and he danced with all the ladies" one of 
whom, Miss Henie, said later that the financier made a date 
to take her to lunch in Paris the next day. The ship docked 
at Le Havre on the morning of March 1 1 and Kreuger, 
Durant, and Hallowell traveled to Paris together on the 
boat train. From the station Kreuger took a cab alone to his 
apartment at No. 5 Avenue Victor Emmanuel III (now 
Avenue Franklin Roosevelt). There, waiting for him in 
front at eleven o'clock, was his old friend Krister Littorin, 
down from Stockholm. "He did not seem very cheerful," 
Littorin afterward said. "He looked very tired. I had 
known him since 1897, and I had been working with him 
for eighteen years and was tremendously fond of him. So 
when I saw him I went up and put my arms around his 
shoulders and said: 'By Jove, old man, it's good to see you 
again,' and he said: 'The same thing here, Krister/ " 

They went upstairs to Kreuger's seven-room flat on the 
third floor, where Jeanette Barrault, the housekeeper, had 
prepared lunch (if Kreuger had made a date with Miss 
Henie, he apparently forgot about it), and in a few mo 
ments another old friend, Sune Schele, joined them. Ever 
since he had left America a fortnight ahead of Kreuger, 
Schele had been futilely trying to raise money in London; 
not having seen Kreuger during the period of crisis in New 
York, he was now shocked. "He looked terrible," Schele 
recalls. "He hadn't cut his hair for ages, and he seemed 
broken down." The three talked in desultory fashion for 
two hours, with Littorin doing his best to cheer up Kreuger. 
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Once, while Littorin was out of the room, Kreuger pulled 
out his wallet and suddenly handed Schele a ten-thousand- 
dollar bill. "I was flabbergasted," Schele says. "I needed 
perhaps two hundred thousand to take care of the stock- 
market obligations I had assumed for him in London. I 
suppose he meant it as a gift. 'You keep it, Ivar, you'll 
need it more than I will,' I said, and he put it back." 

Phone calls started to come in, first one from Kreuger's 
secret agent in Rome, and then another from Torsten 
Kreuger in Stockholm. Torsten wanted to know if he 
should come down to Paris, but Ivar said it wasn't neces 
sary. "We've ridden out the worst of the storm," he re 
plied, and he added that, except for a cold he had caught 
aboard ship, he felt all right and was planning to go to Ber 
lin, thence to Stockholm, and subsequently back to New 
York. Durant, who, with Hallowell, had gone to the Hotel 
du Rhin on the Place Vendome, rang up to say that Ryd- 
back had dropped in and that it had been suggested they all 
get together with Kreuger the next morning at eleven 
o'clock at the Du Rhin "to clear up the situation" before 
Kreuger's session with all his bankers in Berlin. 

At two thirty in the afternoon, after Schele had left, 
three of Kreuger's accountants and one of his directors, 
Gunnar Bergenstrahle, came to the apartment. The thirty- 
year-old Bergenstrahle, regarded as the organization's 
boy wonder and Kreuger's favorite, had been asked by 
the Riksbank to help unravel the mystery of where Kreu 
ger's securities were, so that something could be provided 
at once for collateral. The accountants, led by Sigurd 
Hennig, had come on a similar mission, Hennig having sug 
gested to Kreuger that it would be a good idea to try to get 
all the balance sheets straightened out before the Berlin 
meeting. "We have come here to help you," he announced 
as soon as they had all sat down. Kreuger did not seem alto 
gether pleased, especially by Bergenstrahle's new dual role. 
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First, Victor Holm, the accountant for both the Conti 
nental Investment Corporation and Dutch Kreuger & Toll 
the two major European companies through which 
Kreuger had for so many years drained off the millions 
he had raised in America took the floor. As Holm recited 
the list of assets and liabilities as he understood them, 
Bergenstrahle interrupted whenever anything sounded 
vague or implausible to him. "Kreuger was very nervous," 
he has recalled. "He hardly talked, and just walked back 
and forth, looking at himself in the long mirror, which was 
a habit of his. He seemed utterly dejected and was no help 
at all in giving us information. Not yet knowing the real 
truth, I didn't have the impression we were putting him 
under attack, but we all felt the picture had to be clarified. 
Maybe, since I was trying to help both Kreuger and the 
Riksbank, I was becoming desperate, and I bluntly said, 
at one point, that we just had to get the facts." 

Now and then Kreuger would disappear into the bed 
room, once remaining there for fifteen minutes on the pre 
text of looking up some papers. Toward the middle of the 
painful hour-and-a-half session Hennig brought up the 
question of the Italian bonds, which no one yet knew 
Kreuger had forged. He wanted to know how Kreuger 
had raised so much money to lend Italy, and he asked if 
some interest coupons on the bonds, which had also been 
found in Kreuger's safe in Stockholm, had been cashed in 
yet, as they had fallen due. These were also forgeries, but 
Kreuger affirmed that he had received the interest, even 
though the notes had not been stamped "paid," as they 
would ordinarily have been. He was altogether evasive as 
to just how the money had come in. Finally, Hennig stared 
at him fixedly. 

"Are they genuine?" he asked, referring to both the 
bonds and the notes. 

Kreuger stopped walking and looked up at the rococo 
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ceiling, where golden cherubs and cupids were engaged in 
plaster byplay. Hennig, now in his eighties, still remem 
bers the moment clearly. "He finally looked back at me, 
with those cow-eyes of his, and replied: 'Yes/ and then he 
went inside," he says. 

Littorin, who had been suffering silently throughout, 
said to Hennig: "You pressed him very hard," and Hennig 
thereupon followed Kreuger into the bedroom to apolo 
gize and suggest that they all come back the next afternoon 
and complete the balance sheets then. Kreuger agreed, and 
the three accountants and Bergenstrahle left. "Seeing him 
had aroused the greatest suspicion of my life," Bergen 
strahle says. "I thought he was in a state of shock. My hero 
was a beaten man. I had only recently seen a certain person 
when he was contemplating suicide the hopeless, fright 
ened, hunted look in the eyes and Kreuger had that look. 
I went out to dinner and had several stiff cocktails." 

Bergenstrahle was not alone in his suspicions. The earlier 
fears of Hennig, by far the smartest accountant in Kreu- 
ger's entourage, had been fully revived, and he spent his 
cocktail hour at Kreuger's local bank, the Banque de Suede 
et de Paris, reading some recent statements. They quickly 
convinced him that, among other things, Kreuger had 
vastly overrated the value of his French real estate. Match 
ing this growing suspicion of insiders was a purely intui 
tive sense of doom on the part of a number of prominent 
Swedes who happened to be in Paris on personal missions. 
As the symbol of Sweden's position as a new economic 
power, Kreuger was still a source of national pride, not 
least as a result of his popularity and prowess in America. 
Reports of his current difficulties there had, of course, 
spread back across the ocean and had provoked some talk 
and worry. Now, overnight, a feeling of foreboding set in. 
Joseph Sachs, owner of Stockholm's biggest department 
store and one of Kreuger's good friends, remarked to 
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Bjorn Prytz, who had become Sweden's leading ball 
bearing manufacturer: "I feel worried, as if something 
awful is going to happen," and Prytz replied: "I'm worried 
too, Joe." Sachs, who was famous for his intuitions, put a 
call in to London to Jacob Wallenberg, whose bank had 
particularly encouraged the forthcoming general investiga 
tion of Kreuger's affairs. Wallenberg, too, had been feeling 
apprehensive, and after talking to Sachs he called his brother, 
Marcus, in Stockholm, and said: "I'm sure things are bad." 

Watching and listening, desperately trying to sort things 
out in his mind, as he had tried in New York, Kreuger 
alone knew how bad they really were. Heretofore, deal 
ing separately with his various associates and accountants, 
he had managed to keep everything neatly compart- 
mented, to shield himself by keeping his key employees 
apart, and to avoid letting one falsehood impinge on an 
other. Now, for the first time, everything was coming to 
gether, everybody was making demands of him, and it was 
no longer possible to hide his falsifications and exaggera 
tions. Those who wished him well could not help doing 
him ill by their mere collective presence, let alone their so 
licitous inquiry. He must have accepted this bitter reality 
on the afternoon of March n after the accountants had 
gone. Littorin noticed how terribly tired he seemed, but he 
reluctantly told Kreuger that he had made a four-o'clock 
date at the Hotel Meurice for the two of them to talk 
things over informally with Rydbeck. 

Rydbeck, almost single-handedly responsible for Kreu 
ger's huge credits at the Scandinaviska bank, had admired 
and revered the financier as much and as long as had 
Littorin. He had seen in him his own clear image of gran 
deur, and now the image was starting to tarnish. Du- 
rant and Hallowell had brought him up to date on the 
touchy events in New York, and he was now determined 
to make Kreuger realize the absolute seriousness of the situ- 
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ation as it concerned all of the Swedish bankers, not least 
himself. 

When Kreuger walked into Rydbeck's hotel room in 
contrast to some of the others, Rydbeck thought he "was 
more or less his usual self, somewhat pale, perhaps" the 
banker said bluntly that, as everyone in Sweden was doing 
everything possible in the difficult circumstances, Kreuger 
owed it to his friends and supporters to co-operate by giv 
ing complete information about his financial condition so 
that "he could return to America as soon as possible, which 
we assumed was necessary for the continuation of the dis 
cussions with I.T.T. concerning L. M. Ericsson." Rydbeck 
wanted to leave for Berlin the next day, but Littorin de 
murred, insisting that the books could not be put in shape 
so quickly. "On my emphatic statement that the meeting 
in Berlin must take place, since all the participants had 
made their plans, we agreed to postpone our departure 
from Paris until Sunday," Rydbeck later said. Kreuger 
told Rydbeck that if it had not been for his illness in New 
York and the bear attacks against him centered in Paris, 
he would have been able to handle the crisis better. "But he 
seemed to take the situation that had now developed very 
calmly," Rydbeck added. While Kreuger had been in 
America, Rydbeck, like Littorin, had for the first time 
learned of the existence of the Italian bonds, though pre 
viously he had known that Kreuger had been negotiating a 
big deal with Italy. Now he suggested that, as cash was 
needed in a hurry, Kreuger should try to sell the bonds 
back to the Italians at a price advantageous to them. "I 
suggest that the sooner negotiations are started, the bet 
ter," Rydbeck said, firmly. 

Summoning up his last reserves of aplomb, Kreuger mur 
mured: "I must go to Rome myself and negotiate." 

"Yes, of course," agreed the persistent Rydbeck, "but 
then you should go there from Berlin." 
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Kreuger said he had to go to Stockholm first, and mut 
tered something about the German bonds he had trans 
ferred as collateral to Rydbeck's bank having to be shifted 
back to Berlin. Rydbeck did not know that Kreuger had 
replaced them in Berlin, theoretically at least, with the 
Italian ones, and he raised his eyes at the suggestion that 
they be removed from the Scandinaviska vaults, but, as he 
subsequently put it, "I didn't bother to go further into de 
tail at the time, since I would have an opportunity to re 
turn to the matter on our trip to Berlin." 

Littorin afterward set the time of their departure from 
Rydbeck's room at the Meurice at five o'clock. Rydbeck 
put it at six and the discrepancy was much debated. It was 
suggested that if Rydbeck's diary entry of the hour was 
correct, Kreuger would not have had time to purchase a 
revolver, which according to evidence and testimony that 
would have been difficult if not impossible to have had 
fabricated he now did. 

Rydbeck's show of firmness, following that of the ac 
countants earlier in the afternoon, was undoubtedly the 
factor that forced Kreuger's hand and made him decide, 
once and for all, to commit suicide as he had first resolved 
to do in New York in February. He knew that he could 
not possibly avoid a final showdown in Berlin, and the reali 
zation that his grossest crime, the forgery of bonds, was 
bound to come out was undoubtedly the ultimate blow ta 
his pride. 

Littorin accompanied him in a taxi back to his apartment 
and asked if Kreuger wanted to have dinner with him. 
Kreuger said no, he was tired, and suggested that Littorin 
have dinner with Durant and Hallowell at the Du Rhin 
and talk over the general situation. As soon as Littorin had 
left, Kreuger went back downstairs. The dusk was gather 
ing now and a sharp wind had risen off the Seine River, a 
block away. From her loge opposite the elevator, Mme 
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Fermin Veron, the concierge, watching the switchboard, 
her children, her several canaries, and the comings and go 
ings outside all at once, saw Kreuger move slowly through 
the swinging glass doors. According to her husband's sub 
sequent testimony, "My wife noticed that he was not in his 
usual mood, since when he passed her together with our 
children he only greeted her by lifting his hat, whereas he 
usually said a few words and caressed the children, for he 
was a very kind man. My wife was so surprised at this that 
she looked to see where he was going. She was also sur 
prised to see him walking . . . because he normally rode 
when he left the apartment." 

Kreuger walked left about a block to No. 39 Avenue 
Victor Emmanuel III, the gun shop of Gastinne-Renette. 
The seventy-year-old salesman Aiitoine Bervillier, who 
waited on him, later set the time uncertainly as between 
four and five. Kreuger asked for a revolver, and Bervillier 
first showed him a small Browning automatic pistol. Kreu 
ger said it was "too small." The next caliber size Bervillier 
brought out provoked only one word from the laconic cus 
tomer: "Bigger." Bervillier then produced a nine-millime 
ter automatic Browning. "I'll take it," said Kreuger. He 
asked Bervillier to show him how to load it, and the sales 
man did so, using blank cartridges. Kreuger asked for four 
boxes of bullets a hundred altogether which he put in his 
pocket. The total price came to about three hundred and 
thirty francs, and, according to Bervillier's request, Kreu- 
ger's name and address were recorded in an order book. "I 
did not know the customer," Bervillier later said. "Noth 
ing led me to believe that he intended to kill himself." Even 
so, he did not load the gun with real bullets because the 
owner of the store, "in the event that one is in the presence 
of a client who intends to commit suicide, desires that the 
latter be forced himself to load the gun, in which way he 
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will have time to reconsider." All in all, Bervillier thought 
his customer was "calm but thoughtful." 

Kreuger walked slowly back to his apartment he had 
been gone about twenty minutes and around seven 
o'clock told Mme Veron not to put through any more 
phone calls to his flat that evening. The housekeeper, Mile 
Barrault, was off duty until the next morning. At eight 
o'clock Kreuger's doorbell rang and he received a young 
Finnish girl with whom he had been having relations for 
two years or more and who had accompanied him on trips 
to various places in Europe. This was the same girl he had 
referred to in the farewell letter he had written in New 
York to his friend Anders Jordahl, mentioning the apart 
ment in Paris that he had rented for her. For this last 
tryst, as the housekeeper was away, he apparently preferred 
to have her come to his place. "Ivar was very happy that 
night," is all she has ever since said. 

He was surely as happy as he ever would be again, and 
undoubtedly a lot happier than some other Swedes in Paris. 
At this last moment, even though they had all gathered 
there for a common purpose, Kreuger's men reverted to 
type and, betraying their long training, kept to themselves. 
Bergenstrahle, miserable over his cocktails, got through 
dinner with some friends and went to bed. Hennig dined 
alone with his burgeoning doubts and did the same. Gun- 
nar Cederschiold, though still Kreuger's chief Paris man, 
had been quietly staying on the sidelines, and he saw no 
one else in the organization, nor did Baron von Drachen- 
f els, the social secretary. Rydbeck took a long walk and ate 
by himself at the Chatham Bar, reading in a Swedish news 
paper about the dreadful murder of another friend of his, 
Hjalmar Sydow, a prominent industrialist who had been 
shot by his crazed son. Only Littorin, having been virtually 
ordered by Kreuger to dine with Durant and Hallowell, 



222 Kramer: GENIUS AND SWINDLER 

shared any further confidences, and what he was told sim 
ply upset him more. The Lee, Higginson men gave him full 
details of Kreuger's collapse in New York and of the diffi 
cult telephone negotiations, and then showed him the fancy 
"cash forecast" Kreuger had prepared to facilitate his loan 
renewals in America. One look at the prediction that a 
sizable cash reserve would shortly be available in various 
banks was enough to show Littorin that the statement was 
erroneous. 

At eleven o'clock, when he got back to the Hotel 
Continental, Littorin found Sune Schele waiting for him 
in the lobby. Schele during the day had received more 
bad news from New York: a number of brokerage firms, 
including Eastman, Dillon & Co., had made claims for im 
mediate cash repayments on large loans to Kreuger because 
the value of Kreuger & Toll debentures he had put up as 
collateral while in America had declined as a result of 
heavy short-selling by the bears in Paris. Schele thought 
Rydbeck ought to be informed at once, so he and Littorin 
walked across the street to the Meurice. Rydbeck received 
the news philosophically, saying there was nothing he could 
do about it at the moment. The three sat around in gloom 
for an hour and, about midnight, parted and went sadly 
to bed with their separate thoughts. 

The next morning, Saturday, March 12, was chilly, gray, 
and windy. It was a sad day for France, for Aristide Briand, 
one of her great statesmen, who had died six days before, 
was going to his grave. Crowds gathered early along the 
avenues to watch the funeral cortege, and when Kreuger 
awakened about eight, he could see them, dressed in black, 
as they lined the sidewalks. The Finnish girl left his apart 
ment at eight thirty, and at nine he telephoned Karin Bok- 
man, who had come to Paris from Stockholm. In view of 
her special relationship to Kreuger, Miss Bokman was hurt 
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because he had failed to call her sooner, and Kreuger told 
her to drop by after ten. At nine fifteen, Littorin called, 
and Kreuger asked him to come over right away. It took 
Littorin half an hour to get through the funeral crowds, 
and when he arrived Kreuger was getting dressed. Men 
tioning the cash forecast Durant and Hallowell had shown 
him, he wondered aloud where Kreuger had got all the 
false figures. "It was probably not so good to give that 
statement," Kreuger replied. Littorin afterward testified: 
"As this told me that the figures were intentionally incor 
rect, I went up to him and, taking his arms, said: 'What 
ever you have done, whatever you have said, and what 
ever you have written, you must realize that you are 
surrounded only by friends who wish you well and who 
want to help set everything straight.' " 

Kreuger gave a vague nod and went into the bedroom to 
finish dressing. At ten twenty Miss Bokman arrived, and 
Littorin departed after asking her to remind Kreuger of 
the meeting scheduled for eleven at the Du Rhin with Du 
rant, Hallowell, Rydbeck, and himself. Miss Bokman and 
Kreuger then went into the drawing room, and she asked 
him how things were. He replied that they were difficult, 
but he thought they would soon be better, and that the 
principal trouble had been his inability to collect his 
thoughts because he was so tired. All he felt like doing was 
playing solitaire, he added. Neither he nor she mentioned 
the good-by letter he had sent her from New York or the 
subsequent cable from the He de France telling her to dis 
regard it. As he spoke, he kept pacing the floor without say 
ing anything for minutes, but this was an old nervous habit 
of his and Miss Bokman was used to it. As she prepared to 
leave, about ten forty-five, he told her he would go to Ber 
lin the next day and would then return to Stockholm, and 
he suggested that, as there was nothing for her to do in 
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Paris, she should go back to Stockholm right away. On her 
way out, she reminded him of his date in a quarter of an 
hour. 

As Kreuger shut the door and turned back into the 
apartment, Mile Barrault, about to go to market, asked if 
he would be home for lunch, and he first replied no, but 
then said he might be. Mile Barrault left, and a few minutes 
later the doorbell rang. It was a messenger boy named 
Lucien, from the Paris office of the match company, come 
to deliver a routine telegram that had arrived from Istanbul. 
Taking it, Kreuger smiled and said: "Merci bien, Lucien." 
These were his last known words. 

Seating himself at his desk, he prepared two letters one 
to Littorin and one to his youngest sister, Britta, in Stock 
holm. He put Britta's into a large envelope marked for 
Littorin and, enclosing a third letter the one he had writ 
ten to Sune Schele on February 22 in New York but hadn't 
mailed placed the envelope on top of the blotter. During 
the past half-hour a number of calls had come in at the 
switchboard downstairs, including one from Anders Jor- 
dahl in America, who had wanted to talk about the stock- 
market situation. Kreuger had ignored the ringing extension 
phone alongside him. At eleven forty-five he went into 
the bedroom and took out the gun he had bought the day 
before, which he had kept in a corner of a large chif 
fonier. He lay down on the bed, fully dressed, unbuttoned 
the jacket and vest of the dark-blue, pin-stripe suit he was 
wearing, and moved aside a leather-covered coin that had 
been a favorite talisman. Holding the new, still-oiled 
Browning revolver close to his monogrammed silk shirt 
with his left hand, he shot himself just below the heart and 
died almost at once. 

Mile Barrault returned to the apartment at ten minutes 
after twelve. Noticing that Kreuger's hat and coat were 
still hanging in the vestibule, she assumed he had not yet 
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gone out. When the phone rang a few moments later, she 
answered it and an unidentified man's voice asked for 
Kreuger. Mile Barrault, laying down the receiver, opened 
the bedroom door and saw Kreuger lying on the bed. She 
thought he was sleeping and told the caller to ring back. 
Meanwhile, over at the Hotel du Rhin, the waiting con 
ferees were growing nervous. At eleven thirty Rydbeck had 
telephoned the apartment and, when Kreuger failed to an 
swer, had assumed he was on his way. Kreuger was known 
for his tardiness, and, in view of the Briand funeral, it was 
thought he might have been held up in traffic, but when 
he had not shown up by twelve thirty there was genuine 
alarm. Littorin and Miss Bokman, who had been upstairs in 
her room packing after buying a ticket to Stockholm, re 
turned to the apartment by taxi. "I fear the worst," Littorin 
said, and Miss Bokman, who, oddly enough, seems to have 
told no one about Kreuger's earlier suicidal note to her, 
remained silent. When they reached the flat, a little after 
one, Mile Barrault said she had made two attempts to rouse 
Kreuger by knocking on the door but he seemed to be 
sleeping very soundly. Littorin went into the darkened bed 
room alone. He saw the immobile body of his friend, then 
the gun lying to the left on the bed, and a small stain of 
blood on Kreuger's shirt. "He is not sleeping, he is dead!" 
he cried. 

Some ten minutes later, when he and the two women 
had got over their initial shock, Littorin found the letter in 
the outer room and opened it. The note to him, written in 
English, which was the language Kreuger and he had 
mostly used together in recent years, read: 

Dear Krister: I have made such a mess of everything 
that I believe this is the best solution for all concerned. 
Please take care of these two letters. Please also see to 
it that two letters, sent to me a few days ago by Jor- 
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dahl to 5 Victor Emmanuel, are returned to Jordahl. 
The letters were sent on the Majestic. Good-bye now, 
and thanks. I.K. 

Instead of telephoning the Du Rhin or the police, Lit- 
torin went right back to the hotel with Miss Bokman, 
where he told the others in person what had happened. 
When the consternation had subsided, Rydbeck took 
charge, and placed a number of long-distance phone calls. 
He spoke first with Ekstrom, Kreuger's brother-in-law in 
Stockholm, and asked him to tell Kreuger's parents what 
had happened and to keep the news from the public. Ryd- 
beck's idea, which everyone had quickly concurred in, was 
to avoid the panic that might result if European holders of 
Kreuger securities placed selling orders on the New York 
market, which in 1932 was open until noon on Saturday 
five P.M. Paris time. 

In that connection, Durant immediately sent a cablegram 
to Lee, Higginson in New York which said cryptically: 
"For partners only Oak [a code name for Kreuger] died 
very suddenly today not public yet please say nothing un 
til announced here." Durant was later criticized for failing 
to let it be known at once that Kreuger had killed himself, 
and he was asked, during the ensuing Senate investigation 
into banking and currency practices, if he had not regarded 
it as "a moral duty" to tell the full facts at once that un 
happy Saturday so that investors could protect themselves. 
He claimed, rather unconvincingly, that he thought it was 
up to the police to make any announcement of suicide, as 
"I did not know it, I was not there." 

His cable was received by Lee, Higginson about ten 
o'clock, and when George Murnane, the senior partner on 
hand, opened it, he felt, as he later said, "as if I had no wind 
left." Having gone to so much trouble to re-establish Kreu 
ger's position, he added, "I suddenly knew we had all been 
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idiots." Lee, Higginson, however, although its partners as 
well as its customers had invested heavily in Kreuger stock, 
did no trading in Kreuger securities that morning, except 
that it canceled some buying orders. Even so, one hundred 
and sixty-five thousand Kreuger & Toll shares were sold in 
Wall Street between ten o'clock and noon, and nearly all 
the orders emanated from Paris. Unwitting investors here 
gobbled them quickly, so that at one time the price had 
risen thirty-seven cents, and the stock closed at the open 
ing figure of five dollars a share. 

The Saturday trading in New York, the manner in 
which the suicide was handled by the Paris police, and the 
known hostility toward Kreuger in certain quarters led 
some of his partisans to maintain later that he had been 
murdered. Kreuger being Kreuger, it was probably inevi 
table that such stories would be spread, and they have been 
promoted through the years by a number of persons whose 
fate was closely tied to Kreuger's death. Though no one 
in his entourage who was in Paris at the time has ever ex 
pressed any doubt that it was suicide, Kreuger's enemies 
were certainly far from sorry to see him pass from the 
scene, and it was widely felt, even among those who had 
no suspicion of murder, that the case was ineptly investi 
gated. The authorities were not informed of the death un 
til three o'clock in the afternoon, when Littorin, Miss Bok- 
man, and Veron, the concierge's husband, finally made their 
way through the crowds of Briand mourners to the nearest 
available police station, at No. 154 Faubourg St. Honore. 
Police Commissioner Felix Mangaud went immediately to 
the apartment, followed by a police surgeon, who found 
the body "still semi-warm" at four o'clock and declared 
that "death appears to have occurred by suicide with a 
firearm." There were two cartridges remaining in the gun, 
and an empty cartridge case was on the floor alongside the 
bed. Mangaud, who seemed more impressed by the fact 
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that the dead man was a Grand Officer of the French Le 
gion of Honor than by anything else, interrogated Littorin 
and Miss Bokman. At Littorin's request, ostensibly to pro 
tect relatives, the news was withheld from the public until 
six o'clock Paris time, an hour after the close of the New 
York Stock Exchange. 

The police never examined the gun for fingerprints, no 
effort was made to discover who tried to phone Kreuger in 
the hour before his death, and the activities of his financial 
enemies in Paris were not investigated. Within a week one 
of the chief speculators was arrested, and eventually was 
sentenced to five years in prison for illegal stock dealing, 
but the ramifications of the bear ring were not looked 
into, and hence the source of all the selling orders that 
flooded Wall Street that day was never identified. Kreu- 
ger's other enemies had been the Russians, and none of 
the stateless Russians living in Paris were questioned either, 
though they had occasionally acted as middlemen for Mos 
cow in the long, abortive negotiations between Kreuger 
and the Communists. (An incidental macabre note was the 
discovery, at Kreuger's bedside, of the novel written two 
years before by Ilya Ehrenburg about the match king 
named Olsson, whose machinations and villainy end with 
his death from a heart attack in a Paris apartment.) 

Although the police got the gun-shop salesman to iden 
tify a picture of Kreuger, he subsequently failed to recog 
nize several other photographs of the dead financier which 
were shown him, and the murder theorists emphasized this 
fact. Beyond the disagreement about the time when Kreu 
ger was supposed to have bought the gun, it was thought 
odd that he should have given his right name to the sales 
man, and it was suggested that the purchaser might have 
been someone else who looked like him a specific Russian 
agent was mentioned. As the concierge and her husband 
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had been uncertain on the morning of the i2th as to 
whether Kreuger was out or in, it was argued that they 
could have missed the comings and goings of others also. 
The most farfetched story, but one that was given con 
siderable circulation, maintained that a man with the alias 
of John C. Brown, a "well-known agent of J. P. Morgan," 
visited Kreuger about ten thirty and told him that his fate 
was sealed and that he had no recourse but to kill himself. 
There was so much talk about the case including some 
really wild rumors that the corpse had been a fake and that 
Kreuger had escaped and was living in faraway seclusion 
that the police released a report of sorts a year later. It 
recounted the events and included statements corroborat 
ing the suicide from Kreuger's associates who had been in 
Paris at the time, but it failed to satisfy everybody. Most 
damaging to the murder theory are the three letters Kreu 
ger left. It would have been hard for anyone to force him 
to write so personal a note to Littorin the handwriting 
was identified as his by an expert who noted "strong emo 
tional tensions . . . signs of unrealistic hopes and desires, 
a pathos based on illusions which ended in tragedy and 
loneliness." The letter to Schele, the one written originally 
in New York, included the ten-thousand-dollar note Kreu 
ger had tried to give Schele the day before surely another 
firm indication that he was about to kill himself; the brief 
note, unaltered since he had prepared it, dealt with some 
stock-market matters, specifically with closing some ac 
counts. The third letter, to Kreuger's sister Britta, was 
never made public by her. There is a strong suspicion that 
it was a clear and positive personal declaration of intention 
to commit suicide, and that she was persuaded to keep it 
.secret by Torsten Kreuger, who for twenty years follow 
ing his brother's death engaged in a costly and rather pa 
thetic campaign to clear the Kreuger name. 



CHAPTER 10 



Truth and 
Consequences 



THE DEATH of Ivar Kreuger proved to be the most disillu 
sioning and shattering experience in the lives of many in 
dividuals, and the painful revelation that the genius was a 
swindler and a forger was probably the greatest blow the 
morale of the world of finance as a whole has ever suffered. 
It was all the more painful for the way in which the 
truth came to light, in the manner of a suspense story told 
in slowly unfolding installments. 

While to the world at large the suicide at first appeared 
a compelling personal rather than public calamity, those 
close to the situation and aware of the fearful pressure of 
the financier's final weeks were quick to suspect the 
broader implications. Late on the day that Kreuger killed 
himself, practically everyone in Paris who had been im 
portantly associated with him gathered in one room at 
the Hotel du Rhin the visiting Americans, the bankers 
and Kreuger aides from France and Sweden, and the various 
accountants. The session quickly turned into a financial 
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wake that took the form of a series of embarrassing con 
frontations. These proved especially discomfiting to Du- 
rant and Hallowell as the representatives of the Americans 
who had blindly supported Kreuger for so many years. 
Cederschiold, the Paris man, who had handled some incon 
clusive Spanish negotiations for him, revealed that Spain 
had never granted a match concession, though the Ameri 
cans had been told by Kreuger that they had got the con 
cession in return for a twenty-nine-million-dollar loan to 
Spain, on which Kreuger held bonds. "When I looked up, 
I saw staring eyes and harsh faces," Cederschiold said after 
ward, "and I remembered Kreuger's warning about the 
need for secrecy on Spain, that it should include Lee, Hig- 
ginson & Co." 

In turn, neither Cederschiold nor Littorin nor Rydbeck 
had ever heard of the Dutch company called Garanta, 
which was supposed to be doing millions of dollars' worth 
of match business as a distribution monopoly in Poland and 
was considered another of the Americans' major assets, 
but turned out to be phony. "Everyone was asking ques 
tions of everyone else, and no one knew too much about 
anything," Sune Schele said. Cederschiold summed up his 
private feelings, which must have been general: "Kreuger's 
death was a great calamity, but these doubts were a thou 
sand times worse. I had lost him twice that day." 

The news of the suicide became generally known in 
Sweden between six and seven o'clock in the evening, and 
it caused an immediate sensation. Restaurants, cafes, and 
theaters were emptied, and people clustered on street cor 
ners to discuss the event in hushed and awed voices. King 
Gustav was vacationing on the Riviera, but his son, Crown 
Prince Gustav Adolf, serving as regent, rushed from a 
Masonic meeting to an emergency cabinet session called to 
consider a moratorium on payment of all debts to Kreuger 
& Toll Prime Minister Ekman had wisely prepared such 
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a measure in late February. The wheels turned quickly. At 
ten thirty the Riksdag the Parliament met, and at one 
o'clock in the morning the measure was passed. The cabi 
net, gathered at the Palace, voted at three to implement it 
immediately. That day, Sunday, was a day of national 
mourning, and flags were put at half-staff. 

Everywhere in the world the news that the depression 
had now claimed the great Kreuger was received with a 
consummate sense of shock, and in the days that followed, 
while Kreuger's body lay in a white cloth on the bed in his 
flower-filled Paris apartment, awaiting embalming, the pre 
vailing reaction continued to be one of tremendous sadness 
and of admiration for the dead financier. The only excep 
tions were the voices of the Communists and the Socialists, 
who decried the evils of capitalism as personified by Kreu 
ger. Per Albin Hansson, the Socialist leader in Sweden, for 
example, who soon succeeded Ekman as Prime Minister in 
the wake of the scandal, wrote: "I think we can speak of 
another example of the danger of private enterprise and 
private initiative being allowed to run wild in the economic 
sector without any social control." 

It would not take long for the spell to break and for 
Hansson's harsh words to be vindicated. The Swedish 
bankers who were to have met with Kreuger on March 
1 3 in Berlin rushed back to Stockholm, where Finance Min 
ister Hamrin made it clear that the planned investigation 
of Kreuger's affairs would not be delayed. Officials ad 
vised calmness and expressed the hope that the Kreuger 
concerns would all be found solvent; this was in part a suc 
cessful effort to avoid runs on banks, though there were 
several suicides of small investors. A six-man commission 
of prominent persons was appointed on March 15, and it 
called in the Price, Waterhouse accountants at once to con 
duct the examination that was to be so prolonged. During 
that entire week of March 14 the stock exchange in Stock- 
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holm was closed, but there was considerable activity else 
where in the world. In New York, on Monday alone, sales 
of Kreuger & Toll certificates, at five dollars or less a 
share, totaled six hundred and seventy-four thousand shares 
a third of the total market volume for the day. With no 
voice of suspicion against Kreuger yet raised, long-believ 
ing investors rushed to pick up what they falsely hoped 
would be bargains. Back in 1929 the same stock had sold 
for forty-six dollars a share, and earlier in 1932 it had sold 
for twenty-seven, so it seemed a good enough buy now. 
Within weeks it would go down to five cents, and ulti 
mately it would sell for as little as three cents a share. 

In Paris, Bernard Lane, an embalmer from Cincinnati 
who was working abroad, had the distinction of preparing 
the remains of Ivar Kreuger, and on Tuesday the body 
was placed in a zinc coffin, which was then put into a 
heavy oak one. Each had a small window in the top so that 
the face of Kreuger could be seen this was quite cus 
tomary in France, and Kreuger's family in Stockholm had 
requested it. About twenty persons saw the body before 
it was sealed away, but the little windows served to en 
courage subsequent rumors that a wax figure had been sub 
stituted and that Kreuger was still alive somewhere. On 
the iyth the coffin was loaded onto a baggage car attached 
to the Nord Express. The only persons who came to the 
station were three White Russians, and the only accom 
panying flowers were some lilies of the valley contributed 
by an anonymous old lady who had read that they were 
Kreuger's favorites. When the train got to Stockholm a 
day and a half later, the coffin was taken to a small church 
for private viewing. The funeral was held on the 2znd at 
the Stockholm Crematory, on the northern side of the city. 
Thousands lined the way from the church other thou 
sands were demonstrating against unemployment that day 
but only two hundred and seventy-five ticket holders 



234 Kreuger: GENIUS AND SWINDLER 

were allowed to watch the brief services. There was an 
other profusion of flowers, including a seventy-five-dollar 
wreath from Sosthenes Behn in New York. The pastor 
spoke of life's "instability" and asked rhetorically if it were 
nothing but "a gamble of blind powers without meaning 
and without goal." The coffin was lowered into the crema 
tory flames to the playing of a Beethoven sonata, and all 
that was left of Ivar Kreuger was a three-and-a-half-liter 
box of ash, the usual amount for a man of his stature. 

Three days later came the first indication that Kreuger 
would hardly rest in peace. The investigating commission, 
in its first pronouncement, declared that "the appraisal 
made so far . . . seems to show that the position of the 
company [Kreuger & Toll] is not tenable, and that its as 
sets, in case of foreclosure at current values, would not 
with certainty be sufficient for the paying of all obliga 
tions." In New York, Lee, Higginson & Co. began to get 
nervous and issued a statement pointing out that "the con 
clusion reached ... is strongly at variance with the com 
pany's published report for the year 1930" adding that 
Kreuger, while in New York, had indicated that every 
thing was in good order. The next warning flag went up 
four days later when the Scandinaviska bank in Stock 
holm, which had claims on Kreuger and his companies 
amounting to approximately a hundred million dollars, was 
promised a supporting credit of some fifty million from 
the government and a loan of another ten million from 
private banks. 

On the morning of April 6 the romantic image of Kreu 
ger started to flicker out for good with the publication of 
Price, Waterhouse's first findings: that Kreuger had 
"grossly misrepresented the true financial position" of 
Kreuger & Toll and its affiliated concerns in his 1930 
balance sheets, and that he had been doctoring his figures 
flagrantly. Lee, Higginson's sad admission of Kreuger's ap- 
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parent hoodwinking of his American friends followed, and 
then, in mid- April, came the awful diclosure that Kreuger 
was a forger of bonds. 

ITALIAN MILLIONS WERE JUST SWEDISH PAPER, the head 
lines blared. The miserable details were provided the next 
day by the Stockholm printer of the bonds, who had acted 
in complete good faith, and by former Foreign Minister 
Johannes Hellner, who had secretly been sent to Italy by 
the investigating commission to talk to Mussolini. Musso 
lini had immediately denounced the signatures of two of 
ficials on the bonds as forgeries. Hellner had replied that "it 
would be desirable for all concerned if clear proof could be 
brought out regarding the falsity of the documents," and a 
protocol to that effect was then prepared and signed by 
the two officials and by Mussolini himself. Hellner trium 
phantly brought it back to Stockholm. He was sub 
sequently criticized for having approached the Italians in 
the manner of a man seeking proof for his worst precon 
ceptions, instead of as a creditors' representative searching 
for information. There was no doubt that Kreuger had 
forged the bonds, but Hellner made it easy for Mussolini 
to attest to the fraud without going into the question of 
whether he had actually received secret payments from 
Kreuger, which still seems not altogether impossible. This 
would have been hard to prove Mussolini certainly 
would have been loath to admit it but the net effect of 
Hellner's fast trip was to wipe out overnight an asset of 
twenty-seven million dollars that the International Match 
Corporation in New York, supposedly owning the Italian 
match monopoly, was carrying on its books. 

The disclosure of the forgeries, on top of what Price, 
Waterhouse had already found out, turned the Kreuger 
case into a full-fledged scandal with world-wide ramifica 
tions. In Stockholm a criminal investigation was begun, 
and during the summer a procession of strange Kreuger 
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henchmen from all over Europe poured into Sweden. First 
to be apprehended, questioned, and indicted for conspiracy 
to commit fraud were the obscure dupes that the public 
had never heard of before, the shady accountants and un 
dercover agents Kreuger had employed to falsify the books 
of his far-flung subsidiaries, many of which turned out to 
be empty shells pretending to do millions' worth of invest 
ment business. A white-bearded man named Lange admitted 
to running the books of the fictitious Garanta company in 
Holland. A footloose pair named Bredberg and Holm re 
lated how, at Kreuger's dictation, they had entered mil 
lions of dollars in stocks and bonds in the books of Dutch 
and Swiss and Liechtenstein companies without ever hav 
ing seen any of the securities. A slick fellow named Huldt 
tried to explain how he had run one of Kreuger's dummy 
banks, passing fictitious investments in and out of it at 
Kreuger's behest. All these enterprises were revealed as 
parts of Kreuger's basic effort to inflate his total values so 
that investors would gobble up his successive stock issues. 

As the investigation unfolded, it became apparent that 
the top directors and accountants in Stockholm, men such 
as Krister Littorin and Sigurd Hennig, must or should have 
known what was going on and that their failure to carry 
out their responsibilities amounted to criminal carelessness 
and neglect. They, too, were questioned and indicted, and 
the total testimony and evidence of the pre-trial police in 
vestigation alone comprised eight thousand pages gathered 
into fifty bulky volumes. The twenty persons eventually 
found guilty were sentenced to terms that varied from a 
few months, as in Littorin's case, to three years, as in Hen- 
nig's. 

One of the most tragic figures in the scandal was the be 
lieving banker Oscar Rydbeck who had hitched his wagon 
so firmly to Kreuger's star. Rydbeck, highly esteemed ev 
erywhere for his abilities, resigned from the Scandinaviska 
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bank three weeks after the suicide, and, while he still in 
sisted that Kreuger could not have been "consciously dis 
honest," he ruefully admitted that "he evidently suffered 
from some kind of megalomania that made him feel like a 
superman whose superiority to all others entitled him to 
disregard ordinary ideas of right and wrong." Even as the 
evidence to the contrary began to come in, Rydbeck main 
tained that "all of Kreuger's reports were perfectly clear 
and logical and one could not suspect them," and he de 
clared that the directors could not have been expected to 
follow all of Kreuger's operations because so much had been 
done secretly for seemingly good reason. After suffering a 
stroke and losing his fortune, Rydbeck went to jail for 
ten months for having failed to carry out his responsibili 
ties as a Kreuger & Toll director. It is significant that the 
men who had been closest to Kreuger were the most will 
ing to forgive him. "He wished good to all humans," Ryd 
beck insisted, and Littorin, whose life was surely shortened 
by the tragic affair, declared: "Ivar made me a big man, im 
portant and rich. I'm going to jail and I'm ruined, but my 
only regret is the way he finished, that my beloved friend 
is dead." 

The man with the greatest legacy of bitterness was 
Kreuger's brother, Torsten, the only member of the im 
mediate family who went to prison (Ernst Kreuger, the 
father, though a board member, was deemed too old). 
Torsten, at the time of this writing in his seventies, had 
never got along particularly well with his older brother, 
although they had been associated in business as far back as 
1920. There were stories that he had been a devil's advo 
cate, and contrary claims that he had tried unsuccessfully 
to restrain Ivar's wildest speculations. Whatever the truth 
was, Torsten served a year and a half as a result of a rather 
minor machination involving a pulp mill supported by 
Kreuger & Toll and the sale of its bonds to the public on 
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the basis of fraudulent earnings statements. A number of 
intricate legal points in the case raised doubts in the minds 
of many as to Torsten's culpability, and he has spent a 
minor fortune in the last two and a half decades seeking 
to have the case reviewed and stirring up other aspects of 
the Kreuger debacle, including the scandal in Paris which 
arose out of the bear attacks there toward the end. Torsten 
still insists that his brother's bitter financial enemies in 
France, whose influence extended to America, had him 
murdered, and he has sponsored considerable propaganda 
in support of his argument. Two Stockholm newspapers 
that he owned until 1956 were used as instruments to pro 
mote his cause, and until very recently he was engaged 
in an obsessive search for absolution. In 1960 he more or 
less retired from the fray and moved to Switzerland still 
a wealthy man. 

Much more difficult than the criminal snarls of the 
Kreuger case to unravel were the financial. To dispose of 
Kreuger's personal trappings was simple enough auc 
tions were held in Stockholm, Berlin, London, Paris, and 
Amsterdam, and such things as his two fast motorboats, 
originally worth thousands, were sold for less than two 
hundred dollars but the disposition of his corporate as 
sets was extremely complicated. It had to be determined, 
first, what was real and what was false; then, who owned 
what and how the assets that remained should be divided; 
and, finally, what should be done with the salvageable 
companies. This became a monumental task, and for a pe 
riod of at least a year Stockholm was a primary financial 
capital of the world. The high priests of the investigation 
were the accountants, particularly those of Price, Water- 
house, who had to trace back Kreuger's manipulations 
over fifteen years. This involved delving into the affairs of 
most of the four hundred companies the financier owned, 
operated, or had an interest in around the globe, ranging 
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from major industrial enterprises of which he personally 
held all or most of the stock to such out-of-the-way hold 
ings as two shares of a golf club in Chile. 

In general, the accountants found his bookkeeping not 
only inadequate "but in some respects primitive" and "so 
childish that anybody with but a rudimentary knowledge 
of bookkeeping could see that the books were being falsi 
fied." There were, for example, a total of nearly seven 
hundred million dollars of entries under debits or credits 
in the books of Kreuger & Toll and its Dutch offspring, 
of Swedish Match, and of the Continental Investment Cor 
poration which were not responded to that is, items that 
appeared in one set of corporate books but were not listed 
where they should have been, as corresponding entries, in 
another set. Continental, for example, had one hundred and 
seventeen charges against Kreuger & Toll, but the latter 
had responded to only sixteen of them in its books. Most 
often, toward the end especially, a company's principal as 
set would be a claim on Ivar Kreuger himself; by simply 
debiting huge items in this fashion Kreuger had been able 
to create, kite, or dispose of values at will, and his balance 
sheets had ultimately become mere playthings. 

Summing up in a final report, Price, Waterhouse wrote: 
"The perpetration of frauds on so large a scale and over so 
long a period would have been impossible but for ( i ) the 
confidence which Kreuger succeeded in inspiring, (2) 
the acceptance of his claim that complete secrecy in re 
lation to vitally important transactions was essential to the 
success of the projects, (3) the autocratic powers which 
were conferred upon him, and (4) the loyalty or unques 
tioning obedience of officials, who were evidently selected 
with great care (some for their ability and honesty, others 
for their weaknesses), having regard to the parts which 
Kreuger intended them to take in the execution of his 
plans." 
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Special investigating accountants for the various com 
panies in the Kreuger empire, and for other concerns that 
had dealt with the financier, were busily engaged in the 
unraveling process too. So were lawyers by the dozen, 
whose fees for representing the key firms and such out 
siders as International Telephone & Telegraph, as well as a 
number of stockholders' protective committees, each seek 
ing to obtain as many scraps as possible from the carcass, 
ran to many hundreds of thousands of dollars (among the 
top legal talents representing American investors were a 
former Secretary of State, Bainbridge Colby, and a future 
one, John Foster Dulles). Both Kreuger & Toll and 
IMCO in New York were immediately thrown into bank 
ruptcy, and some of the lawyers involved in the ensuing 
litigation and negotiation spent the best part of five years 
traveling from country to country in the effort to track 
down assets and ascertain the nature of contracts and 
agreements Kreuger had made. Governments themselves 
frequently became involved, and the State Department had 
to intervene on several occasions in attempts to move 
frozen funds out of places and to re-negotiate Kreuger 
bond deals and sales affecting Americans. 

The essential financial facts, as summarized in Chapter 
One, were eye-opening, and in addition to the fact that the 
net assets of his companies were only about half what he 
was claiming at the end two hundred million dollars in 
stead of four hundred million Kreuger's personal lia 
bilities at the time of the suicide amounted to about two 
hundred and sixty-five million dollars. 

Individual investors everywhere were the greatest suf 
ferers. In the case of the International Match Corporation, 
into which stockholders in America had poured a hundred 
and fifty million dollars ninety per cent of it sup 
posedly invested in profitable match monopolies abroad 
the American trustee in bankruptcy, the Irving Trust 
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Company, began with only one hundred and seventy thou 
sand dollars in cash in March 1932. In 1945, when the 
trustee finally wound up its affairs, it had managed to col 
lect, through settlement of claims and division of leftover 
assets, a gross sum of thirty-seven million dollars, the bulk 
of which was paid out in liquidating dividends to investors 
at the rate of about twenty-one cents on each dollar origi 
nally invested. 

The trustee's representatives, notably the law firm of 
Rosenberg, Goldmark & Colin, found themselves operating 
for several years a match business that extended from Nor 
way to Turkey and from Spain to Syria and reached all the 
way out to the Philippines. The theory held and gradually 
put into practice by James N. Rosenberg, the senior 
counsel, however, was that there was no sound basis 
for Kreuger's match concessions once the depression 
started and the economic apple cart was everywhere up 
set. Rosenberg insisted on liquidating the foreign compa 
nies as quickly as possible, and also disposing of foreign 
government bonds, and his approach was vindicated in the 
light of wartime disruption and post-war political devel 
opments. 

Much of the litigation had to do with claims filed by in 
dividuals or individual firms against the estate and by var 
ious companies in the Kreuger group against one another 
the total of intercompany claims reached the stupendous 
figure of $1,176,796,684, only eight and a half per cent of 
which was ultimately allowed by the courts. Of the thir 
teen match concessions IMCO was holding in its name, 
three of the biggest turned out to be purely fictitious, and 
at the time of Kreuger's death the corporation had actual 
possession of only two sets of bonds, those of Turkey and 
Guatemala. The legal difficulties were enhanced by the fact 
that Kreuger, who had been able to move the bonds around 
Europe at will, had made twenty-three substitutions of one 
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set for another, invariably using valuable securities to raise 
cash or credit and replacing them with something of far 
less worth. The German-Italian switch was simply the 
most brazen. More typically, he took French bonds, for 
example, which were good as collateral and were market 
able, and substituted Hungarian ones belonging to IMCO, 
which represented a frozen asset. Trying to determine 
what company had the right to what bonds caused great 
difficulties. After much wrangling, IMCO got back 
twenty-one million dollars' worth of German bonds from 
the Scandinaviska bank in Stockholm, and through the di 
rect intervention of President Roosevelt and considerable 
diplomatic pressure, another two million dollars in interest 
from the German government was collected. IMCO then 
sold its recovered share to a Norwegian company for 
$6,300,000, considered a good price because of the de 
pressed market. 

While the directors of IMCO in New York had cer 
tainly been as negligent as their Swedish counterparts in 
failing to carry out their responsibilities, there were no 
criminal prosecutions here, but the gullibility and blind 
faith of Kreuger's American supporters were thoroughly 
publicized as a result of bankruptcy hearings and of in 
quiries conducted by the Senate and the Securities & Ex 
change Commission. Furthermore, the partners of Lee, 
Higginson & Co. and their families lost nine million dollars 
in the Kreuger crash, and the esteemed company, which 
had sold a billion dollars' worth of securities to the Ameri 
can public in almost a hundred years, was broken up and 
later reorganized on a smaller scale. During the IMCO 
bankruptcy hearing here, the bankers freely admitted how 
Kreuger had hoodwinked them. Frederic Allen, in relating 
how completely they had taken Kreuger's word for every 
thing and accepted his financial statements without ques 
tion, said: "As years went by, we came to have even 
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greater confidence in him. I recall no case where his state 
ments did not come true . . . and up to the time he com 
mitted suicide I personally had no doubt of the integrity of 
the man." Donald Durant, whose life, like Littorin's, was 
undoubtedly shortened by the emotional impact of the 
scandal he died in his early fifties ten years later, of a 
heart attack testified as follows: 

Q: Well, in the conduct of practical affairs, was he 
[Kreuger] or was he not the one single dominating 
person in the whole thing? 
A: Absolutely. 
Q: What he said went? 
A: Well, not always, I would not say that. 
Q: Can you name one case where it didn't so hap 
pen? 

A: Well, I will be glad to refresh my memory. 
Q: You search your memory and give me a single 
instance in which the will of Ivar Kreuger did not 
prevail and control. 

A: Well, he usually convinced . . . His opinion pre 
vailed. 

Despite the fact that they were offering millions' worth of 
Kreuger issues to American investors, the Lee, Higginson 
directors knew little or nothing about IMCO's biggest sub 
sidiary abroad, the Continental Investment Corporation, 
which owed it seventy-five million dollars at the end, very 
little of which was recovered. The directors, furthermore, 
admitted they had never even seen the match contracts 
Kreuger had made with foreign countries. Samuel Pryor, 
one of the directors who testified, said: "There would be 
so many languages to speak, and I speak only one." 

When the Kreuger crash occurred and it was quickly de 
cided that Kreuger & Toll and IMCO were insolvent, it 
was felt that the Swedish Match Company, alone of the 
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major concerns, was salvageable. It had more bona-fide 
assets and fewer obligations, and its earning capacities 
seemed greater. Although toward the end, when he be 
came desperate, Kreuger had passed a number of fictitious 
and padded entries through its books, it had always been 
regarded by him as the most legitimate part of his business, 
and he had kept its affairs pretty well apart from the in 
flations and fictions with which he had riddled his other 
concerns. Under the careful, penny-pinching guidance of 
a group of hardheaded independent Swedish bankers and 
businessmen who had had nothing to do with the match 
business before and who were selected for just that reason, 
Swedish Match began by declaring a moratorium on its 
own debts. It then reduced its share capital from just under 
a hundred million dollars to about twenty-five million, and 
set up a large reserve fund that was used to offset the writ 
ing down of assets. 

The major bankrupt Kreuger firms displayed consider 
able jealousy of Swedish Match's survival, and there was 
a lot of backbiting at first over its right to match properties 
and concessions that had been divided and shifted about by 
Kreuger according to his own whim and to expediency, 
but with the help of an international committee consisting 
of the American Norman Davis, Wallenberg in Sweden, 
and a British banker, Sir Hugh Kindersley, claims and 
counterclaims were finally disposed of after three years of 
negotiations. For cash of about ten million dollars and 
shares of its own worth another five million, Swedish 
Match bought the match concessions that had been owned 
by IMCO and Kreuger & Toll; the bulk of them, IMCO's, 
were formally transferred in a transatlantic phone conver 
sation in July 1936 that lasted six minutes and cost fifty-one 
dollars and served as fitting climax in the light of Kreuger's 
habit of negotiating fabulous deals in the same way. 

Since its reorganization, Swedish Match has slowly 
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grown again, and today it has majority or partial interests 
in about fifty foreign match companies, though it controls 
only about a quarter of the world's match business as com 
pared to the three-quarters control Kreuger had. The con 
cern is no longer considered one of Sweden's biggest, 
though it might have been had not Hitler and the war 
come along, followed by the post-war sweep of the Rus 
sians into the Baltic area and into eastern Europe, as a result 
of which many valuable concessions were lost. 

Kreuger's other companies, including some that have 
grown to be far bigger than Swedish Match, have long 
since become separate and independent. They were all in 
volved in the Kreuger & Toll bankruptcy proceedings and 
were also the cause of much dissension, as their ownership 
was often obscure as a result of Kreuger's having pledged 
and re-pledged his securities in so many ways. The Kreu 
ger & Toll bankruptcies in Sweden and America advanced 
slowly the trustee here started with eighty-four thousand 
dollars and ended with three million but, ultimately, the 
holders of secured Kreuger & Toll debentures received 
about two thirds of their claims in liquidation dividends, 
and the non-priority holders got about forty-three per cent 
of theirs. 

Because of the heavy liabilities, it was decided very early 
in the liquidation proceedings that the individual compo 
nents of the Kreuger group had to be disposed of as soon 
as possible in order to settle Kreuger's many debts and re 
lease funds to pay off the thousands of creditors and claim 
ants. The first to go was the valuable L. M. Ericsson Tele 
phone Company. The International Telephone & Telegraph 
Company renounced its eleven-million-dollar claim against 
Kreuger arising out of the abortive merger, in return for 
permission to keep the six hundred thousand shares of 
Ericsson stock it had received; this constituted a majority, 
but the Swedish courts later reduced the voting rights on 
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those shares to one third. Other Ericsson shares, in Swe 
den, were pledged with banks for long-term credit to tide 
the company over. The Boliden mine went to the Scandi- 
naviska bank to pay off part of Kreuger's debt there, and 
Kreuger's pulp trust went to the Handelsbanken which 
had been its main creditor another well-known Swede, 
Axel Wenner-Gren, later bought a lot of these securities 
cheaply and made a fine profit out of them. 

All of the banks that had given credit to Kreuger, 
especially the Scandinaviska bank, eventually got their 
money back when the collateral securities they were hold 
ing rose in value; the only losses they suffered were on 
loans they had given to individuals who had put up Kreu 
ger stock as collateral. These people, mostly middle-class 
investors, were the Swedes who suffered most from the 
crash, and many of them lost all their savings. These losses 
were reflected in a ten-per-cent drop in taxable income in 
1933. As most of Kreuger's business was done abroad, 
Sweden as a whole, however, did not suffer as much ma 
terially as morally from his demise. 

Because the various Kreuger companies, such as Boliden 
and Ericsson, did well in the years after his death, his 
staunch defenders claimed that if the concerns had all been 
kept together under one roof, Kreuger & Toll would have 
weathered the storm, and that therefore it should not 
have been declared bankrupt. At least one writer, whose 
work was sponsored by Torsten Kreuger, described the 
dissolution of Kreuger's empire as "a jackal's feast" and 
"the greatest swindle of modern times," and declared that 
if the individual components "had been given a little 
breathing space they would have overcome their tempo 
rary liquidity difficulties without anybody needing to have 
lost a single cent." These partisans of Kreuger went fur 
ther and maintained that Kreuger & Toll assets as a whole 
were improperly calculated and, in some cases, insuffi- 
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ciendy traced. The argument included the claim that the 
Italian bonds represented a real value because Kreuger al 
most surely had made some sort of secret deal with Mus 
solini, that many of Kreuger's securities vanished at the end 
and were allegedly stolen by unknown henchmen to whom 
he had entrusted them in his efforts to raise more cash, and 
that many of the so-called fictitious entries on Kreuger's 
books were written off too hastily, without thorough in 
vestigation. 

Whatever validity this point of view may have, it still 
seems unlikely that the break-up could have been delayed 
in the light of the obvious fabrications Kreuger had per 
petrated, his squandering of capital through speculation 
and high dividends, and the mountain of claims against him. 
In the circumstances, everyone involved in dissecting 
Kreuger's financial corpse was justified in wanting to get 
what he could out of it as soon as possible. It was scarcely 
a time to be either patient or generous; and if it is true that 
other assets might have been found, or some false ones 
proved real, it was surely due to Kreuger's obsessive se 
crecy, and to his never letting his left hand know what his 
right was doing, that no other course but the one taken was 
feasible. 

The mess Kreuger left after his death created some last 
ing ramifications. A protective committee for part of the 
gold debentures sold in America, and for which certificates 
of deposit are still, in 1960, being traded occasionally on 
the Stock Exchange, has for years been trying to sell some 
of the Hungarian bonds Kreuger owned the bonds os 
tensibly retain some value, though the Communist govern 
ment in Hungary refuses to recognize them. "We're stuck, 
we've been looking for a way to go out of business for 
fifteen years," says Tristan Antell, the broker who began 
guiding the committee's fortunes back in 1932. Until the 
bonds are disposed of somehow, Antell remains obligated 



348 Kreuger: GENIUS AND SWINDLER 

to keep the committee alive. There are other continuing 
manifestations of Kreuger, not only in the match com 
panies that still exist but also in small, scattered examples 
of the sway he once held over an entire industry. Travelers 
passing through parts of the Azores, for example, are 
warned by customs officials to declare any lighters they are 
carrying. An old Kreuger match-monopoly clause for 
bidding their importation is still in effect, and anyone 
caught using one in public is liable to a stiff fine. 

Despite the eventful years since Ivar Kreuger shot him 
self, he is still one of the most vividly recalled and widely 
debated figures in the annals of high, and low, finance. Un 
doubtedly, in lending millions to European nations in the 
mid-twenties, he accomplished a positive good for which 
his sympathizers would chiefly like to remember him, but 
his greater contribution would seem to be his negative 
though salutary function in exposing an era of unbridled 
profligacy. His historical role was a dual one of victim and 
victimizer. It has been said of him that he was dishonest 
from the start and had bad luck at the end, but there was 
more to him and his case than that. When he rode high, he 
was the incarnate personality of his time, the symbol of 
wealth run rampant, but there was always the other aspect, 
the controlled and aloof individual, above the battle. 
Though he was less greedy for money than hungry for the 
sort of power that thrives on achieving the difficult and 
then strives for the impossible, his contempt for others and 
his cynical carelessness rooted in amorality blurred his role 
as a practical idealist who was also, ultimately, an imprac 
tical crook. 

In the line of financial wizards, he followed naturally in 
the footsteps of such contradictory figures as the early 
eighteenth-century adventurer John Law, who developed 
the idea of government-supported stock companies and 
whose progressive scheme for French colonial develop- 
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ment in Mississippi caused him to overreach himself and 
led him to disgrace. A more immediate mentor was Camille 
Castiglione, the Austro-Italian financier who masterminded 
the ascension of a single group to control over all the im 
portant Austrian industries after the First World War and 
who was the direct inspiration for the economic pyramids 
built first by Stinnes in Germany and then, on an even 
grander scale, by Kreuger. 

In an economically healthy world Kreuger could not 
have achieved his startling success, at least not so easily. It 
must be emphasized again that he gained it because of the 
dislocation in post-war Europe and the availability of im 
mobilized capital in America, to which he so early staked 
out a unique claim. He used to boast that the secret of his 
match loans was a twelve-per-cent return the lending of 
capital at six-per-cent interest and a six-per-cent profit on 
the concessions he obtained but the real secret was his 
robust dividends, which enabled him to go on raising all 
the capital he wanted through his vast stock issues. As a 
financial irrigator, he dreamed of creating a sort of in 
ternational monetary superstate to collect all the savings of 
investors and apply them to worth-while projects that 
would also pay permanently good returns. The depres 
sion may have kept him from extending his hegemony over 
the pulp and telephone industries and moving further to 
ward the aim he sought, but long before the slump began 
he had already succumbed to the speculative urge that in 
creasingly made him more of a stock-market gambler 
than anything else, a vender and a buyer of pieces of paper 
whose value was purely arbitrary and ultimately illusory. 

Indeed, Kreuger became the chief financial fantasist in 
the period when, in America especially, the mere smell of 
money lured multitudes down the primrose path. Kreu- 
ger's success, in these circumstances, depended on his being 
a self-perpetuating myth. Power equaled expansion, and 
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withdrawal equaled powerlessness, and he had to maintain 
the appearance of organic growth in his companies, 
whether they were real or false, and at the same time pro 
mote his private image as a modern alchemist. It is at this 
point that his own personality must be carefully appraised. 
Actually, beyond his inordinate ability to project figures 
and schemes, he had little imagination and not much in 
tuition. His essential gravity and reticence served to em 
phasize his isolation. Yet, without seeming to care about 
people, he had an almost occult ability to make them re 
spond to him and to feel in touch with his plans. It was 
other-worldly, and so Kreuger often seemed. 

Beyond the fact that Sweden was too small for him, he 
was the sort of man who was bound to conquer in a for 
eign land, and the United States was of course made to or 
der for him. Americans believed in him more than others 
because they had so much more to start with, and wanted 
still more. Kreuger offered it to them, and no questions 
were asked. Lee, Higginson & Co., in fact, was no different 
from most other major banking and investment houses of 
the day. Anything that "worked" was "good business," and 
it included mysterious foreign subsidiaries that were set up 
in quaint pocketbook countries to avoid taxes, which 
everyone was trying to do, and managerial secretiveness 
and loose company laws, and lax accounting practices at 
home and especially abroad. It would seem that the bankers 
here should at least have been aware of the extent to which 
Kreuger was weakening his organization by buying up his 
own unsold securities, but even that was fairly common 
practice. None of this is an excuse for what happened; it 
simply serves to place Kreuger in time, and because his 
turned out to be the greatest swindle, he became the great 
est object lesson and was largely responsible for the sub 
sequent reforms in accountancy and company direction 
both here and in Sweden. 



Truth and Consequences 251 

If the depression was the chief cause of Kreuger's disas 
ter, there remains considerable doubt that, had he weath 
ered it, he could have gone on indefinitely without detec 
tion. He might have reduced his falsifications and even 
made some dramatic pseudo-confession of his inflations; 
yet, beyond his ingrained habit of falsifying, he was 
shackled to the very system he pretended to outstrip. As 
he himself said, he did not believe in regular balance state 
ments, in liabilities being set off against assets at stated in 
tervals, but he had to put up a semblance of doing so; and 
while he thought about future fields to conquer, he was no 
reformer or even innovator at heart. Using standard 
crooked or shadowy methods, he dwelled completely in 
the present. It was not so much that, at the end, he ex 
aggerated the importance of matches, or overestimated the 
stability of government bonds, or became too impressed 
with his talent for fooling all of the bankers all of the 
time, as that he really lacked the imaginative capacity 
to restrain himself and withdraw when he should have. 
One of his early biographers, Manfred Georg, wrote: "A 
man who believed in nothing except his own brain was 
bound some day to make a mistake in his calculations." 
Kreuger was a Raskolnikov of finance: he believed that 
superior men were not restricted by ordinary laws, and 
that the end justifies the means. Unlike Raskolnikov, who 
did not have the courage to go through with his plans, 
Kreuger did, but he was finally unable to face the con 
sequences of what he had done, and others had to face 
them for him. 
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A Note about the Author 



EVER SINCE Robert Shaplen was a young crime reporter on the 
New York Herald Tribune, he has been fascinated by swindlers. 
His remarkable series for The New Yorker in 1955, "The Meta 
morphosis of Philip Musica" the story of the McKesson and 
Robbins case prompted him to look into the story of that greatest 
of all swindlers, Ivar Kreuger. In 1956 he spent a number of months 
in Kreuger's native Sweden and did research in England, France, 
and Germany, as well as in America, in preparation for this biog 
raphy. 

Shaplen was born in Philadelphia (1917), attended high school in 
Brooklyn, received his B.A. from the University of Wisconsin 
(1937) and an M.S. from the School of Journalism at Columbia 
University (1938). He was a Nieman Fellow at Harvard (1947-8). 
He lived abroad as a child when his newspaperman father, after 
covering the Russian Revolution for the United Press, was sent to 
post-World War I Germany by the New York Tribune. Follow 
ing in his father's footsteps, Shaplen was a reporter and rewrite 
man for the Herald Tribune for six years until, in 1943, Newsweek 
sent him as a war correspondent to the Pacific. He followed Mac- 
Arthur to Japan, and from 1945 to 1947 was chief of Neivrweek's 
Far East bureau, working out of Shanghai. During and after the 
war he did many broadcasts for NBC from Japan, the Philippines, 
and China. He now lives in New York with his wife and son. His 
previous books are A Corner of the World (1949), Free Love and 
Heavenly Sinners (1954), and A Forest of Tigers (1956). Shaplen 
is a regular contributor to The New Yorker and other magazines. 
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A Note. O7i the Type 



THE TEXT of this book was set on the Linotype in Janson, 
a recutting made direct from the type cast from matrices 
long thought to have been made by Anton Janson, a 
Dutchman who was a practicing type-founder in Leipzig 
during the years 1668-1687. However, it has been con 
clusively demonstrated that these types are actually the 
work of Nicholas Kis (1650-1702), a Hungarian who 
learned his trade most probably from the master Dutch 
type-founder Dirk Voskens. 

The type is an excellent example of the influential and 
sturdy Dutch types that prevailed in England prior to 
the development by William Caslon (1692-1766) of his 
own incomparable designs, which he evolved from these 
Dutch faces. The Dutch in their turn had been influ 
enced by Claude Garamond (1510-1561) in France. The 
general tone of the Janson, however, is darker than 
Garamond and has a sturdiness and substance quite dif 
ferent from its predecessors. 

This book was composed, printed, and bound by 
H. Wolff, New York. Paper manufactured by P. H. 
Glatfelter Company, Spring Grove, Pa. Typography and 
binding design by Vincent Torre. 
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